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Message from the Director 

The worldwide ecological, social and economic dy-
namics that we call ‘global change’ continue to ac-
celerate, posing a considerable challenge for techno-
logical, political and social adaptation and in novation 
towards sustainable development. In the present-
day global knowledge society, developing and tran-
sition countries are at a disadvantage because they 
have less infrastructure and personnel capacity in 
education and research compared to industrialised 
countries. Enhanced international cooperation is 
thus indispensable for shaping a common future. 
Research partnerships have proven to be highly suit-
able tools for reducing global disparities. 

The NCCR North-South is a case in point. Six years 
have passed since we last presented our programme 
in brochure format. At that time, in early 2002, the 
programme had just started, and we were busy re-
cruiting the first group of PhD candidates. The first 
brochure was thus largely programmatic – it con-
tained the vision and objectives we wanted to achieve. 
In the meantime, the programme has initiated 150 
PhD studies, 65 of which have been successfully com-
pleted to date. Moreover, in late 2005, we launched a 
first series of eight post-doctoral projects, which are 
now well underway. The present brochure is based 
on the research carried out by the nearly 400 mem-
bers who are active in the North-South network. Nu-
merous teams are working on four continents, in 
over 40 countries concentrated around nine regions, 
which we call ‘Joint Areas of Case Studies’ (JACS). 

This second brochure reflects experience gained 
and lessons learnt by us in the first 7 years of the 
programme. And what is more, we have experimen-
tally tested our research in pilot activities called 
PAMS; some of the best ideas have been taken up by 
implementing institutions in spin-offs.

I hope that this publication will help increase read-
ers’ awareness of the complexities of global change 
research, as well as of the need to conduct such re-
search in partnership with the scientific and non-
scientific communities worldwide.

Hans Hurni
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  “The world scientific community needs to chart an interdisciplinary 
strategy for sustainable development research, backed by increased funding. 
Leading scientific institutions should now coalesce behind a shared agenda 
on sustainable development and thereby help to draw governments into the 
challenges of the 21st century.” 

Jeffrey D. Sachs and Walter V. Reid 

 Science, Vol. 312, No. 5776, 2006

      “In view of the increasing role the sciences have to play in dealing with 
the issues of environment and development, it is necessary to build up scien-
tific capacity and strengthen such capacity in all countries – particularly in 
developing countries – to enable them to participate fully in the generation 
and application of the results of scientific research and development concern-
ing sustainable development.” 

United Nations, Agenda 21
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Research for Sustainable Development 

The NCCR North-South is one of twenty National Centres of Competence in 
Research implemented by the Swiss National Science Foundation. Created  
in the understanding that development research and cooperation are of 
primary concern to Switzerland, it currently comprises a network of about 
400 researchers worldwide.

The National Centres of Competence in Research 
(NCCRs) were set up to promote long-term research 
projects in areas of vital strategic importance for 
the science, economy and society of Switzerland. 
The NCCR North-South was launched as a twelve-
year programme in 2001. Its aim: to establish the 
foundations for advanced research in sustainable 
development, in the North as well as the South. To 
this end the NCCR North-South has set up a research 
network for sustainable development studies at 
graduate and post-graduate levels both in Switzer-
land and around the world.

Research in the NCCR North-South programme is 
conducted by seven partner institutions in Switzer-
land and some 160 universities, research institutions 
and development organisations in Africa, Asia, Latin 
America and Europe. One of the partner institu-
tions, the Centre for Development and Environment 
at the University of Bern, coordinates and manages 
the programme. The “leading house” of the pro-
gramme is the University of Bern. 

The NCCR North-South programme is divided into 
four-year phases. In the first phase, 30 core prob-
lems of global change were defined, and partner-
ship regions and institutional partners were selected. 
The second phase served to deepen these relation-
ships and present a synthesis of the work done so 
far. The NCCR North-South intends to use the third 
phase to launch new projects, with the firm inten-
tion of institutionalising the type of research con-
ducted within the partnerships and going beyond 
the 12 years originally intended. As a long-term, 
truly interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary project 
dealing with global change issues, the NCCR North-
South is a unique and valuable asset to the Swiss 
research landscape. 

In the first phase of the programme, the NCCR 
North-South had a budget of 32 million Swiss Francs 
(CHF), provided in equal parts by the Swiss National 
Science Foundation (SNSF) and the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation (SDC), with further 
funds provided by project participants. The second 
phase of the programme was financed with CHF 35 
million. For the third phase, the budget is expected 
to total CHF 30 million (US$ 30 million).

Since 2001, NCCR North-South researchers have 
published 1500 papers, including 300 peer-reviewed 
scientific articles. Participating in international con-
ferences and workshops, by 2008 they had given 
approximately 1500 lectures and presentations. 
 Between 2001 and 2008, 150 doctoral theses and 
an equal number of masters dissertations were 
launched.

Long-term vision of the NCCR North-South

The programme’s vision is to contribute to miti-
gating syndromes of global change by carrying out 
research, providing education and promoting soci-
etal empowerment in partnership with individuals 
and institutions in developing and transition coun-
tries, and through a Swiss network of excellence in 
research on sustainable development.

The NCCR North-South was launched with support 
from the Swiss Commission for Research Partner-
ships with Developing Countries (KFPE).

Hans Hurni
Director 
NCCR North-South

Urs Wiesmann
Director 
NCCR North-South

Thomas Breu
Coordinator 
NCCR North-South
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The NCCR North-South: How It Works

The main focus of NCCR North-South research is on processes of global 
change – both natural and man-made – and their significance for sustain-
able development. Research focuses on four core themes, with case studies 
undertaken in nine  different regions of Asia, Africa, Latin America and 
 Switzerland. 

 Research areas
In a nutshell, the following four research areas form 
the core of NCCR North-South activities:

•	 	Governance and Conflict seeks to understand 
the complex processes of governance that play a 
role in transforming situations of conflict into a 
basis for cooperation.

•	  Livelihood Options and Globalisation focuses 
on the changing economic, social and political 
structures that determine the livelihood options 
available to the poor.

•	 	Health and Environmental Sanitation aims at 
finding ways to integrate effective health and 
sanitation strategies into participatory planning 
processes. 

•	  Natural Resources in Sustainable Development 
explores potentials for making good use of 
 resources like water, soil and biodiversity while 
maintaining standards for sustainable develop-
ment. 

Transversal research
A further set of research projects aims at providing 
insight into specific issues that occur in a number of 
different regions and socio-environmental contexts. 
These “Transversal Package Projects” are an attempt 
to understand local manifestations of problems 
within the complex of ongoing changes taking place 
at the global level. In addition, a continuous effort is 
made to further refine conceptual and methodologi-
cal approaches and tools.

Partnership regions
Research supported by the NCCR North-South is 
carried out in partnership between researchers and 
 research institutions in Switzerland and their coun-
terparts in Africa, Asia and Latin America. NCCR 
North-South activities focus on eight regions out-
side of Switzerland, each with its own Regional 
 Coordination Office: 
•	 	West	Africa
•	 	East	Africa
•	 	Horn	of	Africa
•	 Central	Asia
•	 	South	Asia
•	 	Southeast	Asia
•	 	Caribbean	and	Central	America	
•	 	South	America

A ninth partnership region, the Swiss Alps, was cre-
ated in order to facilitate the exchange of knowledge 
and experience between North and South. 

Swiss partner institutions
Research is conducted by partner institutions in 
Switzerland. Each research area is covered by a 
“Work Package” headed by the following partner  
institutions. 

Work Package 1 
Governance and Conflict
•	 	Swiss	Peace	Foundation	(swisspeace),	Bern	
•	 	The	Graduate	Institute	of	International	and	

 Development Studies (IHEID), Geneva

At first sight, life in pastoral 
regions appears unaffected by 
global change. Marala Region, 
lowlands of Kenya.
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Work Package 2 
Livelihood Options and  Globalisation
•	 	Development	Study	Group	(DSGZ)	at	the	Depart-

ment	of	Geography,	University	of	Zurich
•	 	Laboratory	of	Urban	Sociology	(LaSUR)	of	the	Swiss	

Federal Institute of Technology (EPFL), Lausanne 

Work Package 3 
Health and Environmental Sanitation
•	 	Swiss	Tropical	Institute	(STI),	Basel
•	 	Department	of	Water	and	Sanitation	in	Develop-

ing Countries (SANDEC), EAWAG, Dübendorf

Work Package 4 
Natural Resources in Sustainable Development
•	 	Centre	for	Development	and	Environment	(CDE)	

at the Institute of Geography, University of Bern

To complement this, the Transversal Package Projects 
fulfil a bridging function between the different 
Work Packages and partnership regions. This en-
sures integration which is vital for the relevance of 
research for sustainable development. It also ena-
bles comparisons of research findings and possi-
bilities for their application across regions.

Research approach
NCCR North-South research is conducted in a 
framework that combines and adapts the methods 
of traditional scientific disciplines to meet the 
needs of a changing world. Scientists from the so-
cial, natural and engineering sciences work togeth-
er as teams to define new fields of interdisciplinary 
research capable of addressing the complex issues 
of sustainable development. 

To enable this process of integration and exchange, 
the NCCR North-South also invests resources in 
joint education and training activities that bring 
 together researchers from all over the world. The 
training programme for master’s students, PhD 
candidates and post-doctoral researchers includes 
basic theoretical and methodological training as 
well as regionally adapted courses focused on the 

implementation of interdisciplinary and transdisci-
plinary approaches at the local level. This is how 
individual researchers are able to both contribute 
to and capitalise on the overall knowledge base of 
the NCCR North-South and its wider network.

The NCCR North-South also promotes a transdisci-
plinary approach to development studies, by incor-
porating the practical understanding available 
through non-scientific knowledge systems into its 
research. In this way scientific methods contribute 
directly to the search for pragmatic solutions to the 
problems of developing and transition countries. 

PAMS
An innovative addition to the research activities of 
the NCCR North-South are selected small-scale lo-
cal development projects of limited duration and 
financial scope. Known as “Partnership Actions for 
Mitigating Syndromes of Global Change” (PAMS), 
these projects are designed to address specific 
problems by applying research results to “real” 
situations. The PAMS provide an empirical basis for 
evaluating the potential of transdisciplinary re-
search in triggering social learning processes.

Contact
NCCR North-South Management Centre
Centre for Development and Environment
University of Bern
Hallerstrasse 10
3012 Bern, Switzerland
Phone:  +41 31 631 52 72
Fax:  +41 31 631 85 44
E-mail: nccr-north-south@cde.unibe.ch

In the NCCR North-South, new knowledge for sustain-
able development is generated in mutually beneficial 
learning processes involving various scientific disci-
plines (interdisciplinarity) as well as non-scientific 
stakeholders (transdisciplinarity).

Face-to-face knowledge 
exchange during an interna-
tional NCCR North-South 
meeting in Laos. 
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One of the most widespread obstacles to sustainable 
development is the fact that policymakers often have 
difficulty in integrating the diversity of perceptions 
and high levels of complexity and uncertainty linked 
to sustainability. Some of the information required 
for decision-making is of a technical nature – statis-
tics, scientific data, results of controlled studies and 
other kinds of information that specialists can pro-
vide. This type of information is generally supplied 
by interdisciplinary teams of experts from various 
disciplines of the natural and social sciences, whose 
academic credentials lend weight to their analyses 
and recommendations.

There is, however, also another source of information 
that is equally crucial for determining effective devel-
opment policy: people’s knowledge. Unfortunately, it 
is usually more difficult to access this kind of knowl-
edge and, for this reason, it tends to be neglected by 
those who set policy. Moreover, simply retrieving this 
information is not enough: there is a need to develop 
knowledge together with the actors concerned.

Non-scientific knowledge
Thus the people who have lived in and with a given 
set of circumstances over time need to be involved 
in expanding on knowledge for sustainable develop-
ment. This includes traditional or indigenous com-
munity leaders, small farmers, local entrepreneurs, 
migrant workers, the urban poor, as well as develop-
ment practitioners with practical experience in the 
field. It often includes people who may lack academ-
ic training or formal education, which in turn limits 
their personal access to policymakers and their 
ability to communicate what they know beyond 
their own social circles. However, they possess non-
scientific knowledge whose value is  essential to 
ensure the effectiveness of development goals and 

Transdisciplinarity: Research for a  
Changing World

Adapting research methods to meet the needs of a world in constant trans-
formation is one of the major challenges facing the scientific community today. 
The NCCR North-South promotes a transdisciplinary approach –  combining 
scientific insights with the practical knowledge of non-scientific actors. 

interventions. The participatory  approach – involving 
society in the decision-making pro cess – is vital.

It is with this understanding that the NCCR North-
South has adopted a transdisciplinary approach  
to the research it conducts. The hallmark of this 
approach is precisely that it is participatory and 
action-oriented: solutions to problems are worked 
on together with the people affected, as opposed to 
being imposed on them by development “experts” 
or policymakers alone. This means that the search for 
increased sustainable development takes the form of 
a social negotiation and mutual learning process.

Challenges 
The validity of transdisciplinarity as a method of 
obtaining reliable evidence and negotiated values 
on which to base fundamental policy decisions has 
been a subject of debate in academic circles since 
the 1990s. The difficulties of verifying, quantifying, 
comparing and generalising information that has 
been gathered not in controlled experiments but 
from actual experience render the concept of trans-
disciplinary research highly questionable in the eyes 
of many academics familiar with the traditional sci-
entific method. And, the difficulties are not few, 
 especially as research for sustainable development 
also requires taking into account the normative and 
epistemological aspects of development. In other 
words, the diversity of goals and belief-systems of 
the actors involved must be considered. Because of 
this, many of the NCCR North-South’s activities centre 
on the development of a viable methodology for con-
ducting transdisciplinary research.

The pages that follow provide an overview of the 
kinds of research which the transdisciplinary ap-
proach of the NCCR North-South makes possible.

The transdisciplinary approach 
involves people who know 
through their own experience 
what works, and what doesn’t, 
in the specific conditions with 
which they are familiar. Work  -
shop for more sustainable living 
in Bikanhalli, Karnataka, India.
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The Swiss Partners in the Research Network

Swiss Partner Institutions

Swiss Tropical Institute, Basel DSGZ, University of Zurich, Zurich

SANDEC / EAWAG, Dübendorf

The Graduate Institute, Geneva

Leading House
University of Bern, Bern
Centre for Development and Environment
NCCR North-South Management Centre

LaSUR / EPFL, Lausanne

swisspeace, Bern

0 25 50Km
N

Contacts at Swiss Partner Institutions 

Work Package 1: Governance and Conflict
Head: Laurent Goetschel, swisspeace, Bern, laurent.goetschel@swisspeace.ch
Deputy head: Michel Carton, Graduate Institute of International and Development  Studies (IHEID), Geneva, 
michel.carton@graduateinstitute.ch
Coordinator: Didier Péclard, didier.peclard@swisspeace.ch

Work Package 2: Livelihood Options and Globalisation
Head:	Ulrike	Müller-Böker,	Development	Study	Group	Zurich	(DSGZ),	University	of	Zurich,	Zurich,	 
ulrike.mueller-boeker@geo.uzh.ch
Deputy head: Adriana Rabinovich, Laboratory of Urban Sociology (LaSUR), Federal Institute of Technology 
Lausanne (EFPL), Lausanne, adriana.rabinovich@epfl.ch
Coordinator: Astrid Fritschi, astrid.fritschi@geo.uzh.ch

Work Package 3: Health and Environmental Sanitation
Head: Marcel Tanner, Swiss Tropical Institute (STI), Basel, marcel.tanner@unibas.ch
Deputy head: Roland Schertenleib, Department of Water and Sanitation in  
Developing Countries (SANDEC), EAWAG, Dübendorf, schertenleib@eawag.ch
Coordinator: Patricia Schwärzler, patricia.schwaerzler@unibas.ch

Work Package 4: Natural Resources in Sustainable Development
Head: Urs Wiesmann, Centre for Development and Environment (CDE),  
University of Bern, Bern, urs.wiesmann@cde.unibe.ch
Deputy head: Hans Hurni, Centre for Development and Environment (CDE),  
University of Bern, Bern, hans.hurni@cde.unibe.ch
Coordinator: Andreas Heinimann, andreas.heinimann@cde.unibe.ch

Transversal Package: Syndrome Mitigation and its Scientific Foundations
Head: Hans Hurni, on behalf of the Board of Directors
Coordinator: Stephan Rist, stephan.rist@cde.unibe.ch  
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Governance and Conflict 

Firearms as a display of joy, 
not an act of aggression: 
Pastoralists celebrate the 
coronation of their new Sultan. 
Gora Bagagsah, Somali Region 
of Ethiopia.

In regions where resources are scarce and competition for them is intense, the 
potential for conflict is a major factor that must be dealt with in any attempt to 
achieve sustainable development. Research on Governance and Conflict seeks to 
enhance our understanding of the complex processes of governance that play a  
role in transforming situations of conflict into a basis for cooperation. 

Research in this area aims at providing 
empirically grounded evidence on the in-
stitutionalisation of power relationships 
within a given context at the interface 
between the local, national and interna-
tional levels. Research is focused on the 
following three themes: negotiating 
statehood; governance and gender; con-
flict and economy.

Negotiating statehood
One of the NCCR North-South’s research 
objectives is to develop a critical view  
of how statehood is conceived and con-
structed by various actors in post-conflict 
settings. Such states tend to be measured 
against a Western model and are often 
described as “failed”, “rogue” or even 
“quasi” states. The implication of this label 
is that these states are locked in a down-
ward spiral in which the state capacity to 
govern is continuously weakened.

The NCCR North-South advocates that 
statehood should be seen as a dynamic 
process: a place where power relations 
are negotiated between different actors. 
Rather than using a predefined approach 
to state-building, NCCR North-South re-
searchers investigate how specific political, 
social, cultural and economic situations 
“produce” specific forms of statehood. 

Case studies are currently being conduct-
ed in Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia and South 
Sudan as well as in Bolivia and Peru. The 
studies involve an analysis of the interac-
tion between three different actor groups, 
all of whom advocate different types of 
statehood. These groups are “traditional 
authorities” such as chiefs, elders or reli-
gious leaders; political-military authori-
ties such as liberation movements or mi-
litia; and humanitarian actors including 
local and international NGOs or United 
Nations agencies.

These studies will provide new, empiri-
cally based knowledge on current dynam-
ics of state formation and transformation 
in Africa and South America. They all 
share the basic assumption that the state 
is a central actor of sustainable develop-
ment, either through its concrete actions 
and interventions in the field, or because 
of its deficiencies, its inadequate struc-
tures and its failure to provide basic 
needs and security to its citizens. They 
also address the many challenges that 

Key term
Governance addresses the evolution of 
governing processes in a society, tran-
scending hierarchical structures and includ-
ing bottom-up as well as horizontal and 
cooperative forms of decision-making.
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Laurent Goetschel 
Head of Work Package 1 
swisspeace 
Bern, Switzerland

Michel Carton
Deputy head of  
Work Package 1 
Graduate Institute of 
International and 
 Development Studies 
(IHEID)  
Geneva, Switzerland

states have to face in the era of globalisa-
tion. By mapping out the actors that are 
part of these processes of state formation 
and transformation; by assessing the is-
sues around which negotiating takes place 
between these actors; and by analysing 
the outcomes of these negotiation proc-
esses in terms of the institutionalisation of 
power relationships, they will contribute 
to a better understanding of how states 
actually work – despite their many weak-
nesses – and will suggest some lines along 
which state intervention to support sus-
tainable development can be enhanced.

Governance and gender
NCCR North-South research on govern-
ance is based on case studies relating to 
issues of biodiversity, vulnerability, de-
centralisation, health and labour. A cen-
tral aspect of NCCR North-South research 
on governance and conflict is the role of 
gender differences in stakeholder ap-
proaches to these issues.

Special emphasis is given to the study of 
various forms of governance, following a 
newly developed analytical and interpre-
tative framework. In particular, the NCCR 
North-South examines how problems 
can be mitigated through the legal and 
political means available to the interna-
tional community and to national and 
 local  actors.

Gender is considered as a core transver-
sal tool in the approach to governance 
and conflict. The sex/gender system is a 
complex social construction that includes 
sexual categories, practices, relations, 
representations, symbols and institutions 
marked by both hierarchies and inequal-
ities. At the same time, gender is inter-
twined with class, nation, race, culture 
and ethnicity in their historical contexts, 

and all these interactions need to be tak-
en into account. A particular focus con-
cerns the redefinition of statehood, citi-
zenship and political participation by 
indigenous women’s movements that 
struggle for cultural and ethnic recogni-
tion as well as gender justice.

Conflict and economy
The presence of natural resources can be 
a source of both rapid growth and of in-
tense conflict in developing economies. 
NCCR North-South research is aimed at 
analysing the roles of local, national and 
international stakeholders in the com-
plex relationship between conflict and 
economy. Particular attention is paid to 
issues involving agro-commodities, pub-
lic goods and financial services.

Another focus is on the role of economic 
actors in violence-prone economies. The 
role of extractive industries in conflict 
zones has been a popular research topic 
in recent years. The main research find-
ings have been concerned with causal 
relations between a country’s resource 
endowment and the likelihood of differ-
ent types of armed conflict. Research so 
far has focused largely on mineral re-
sources, oil, timber and illicit narcotics.

By contrast, the role of agro-business in 
conflict zones rarely attracts attention. 
Besides the involvement of business ac-
tors – in direct extraction or production, 
but also in services such as financing or 
insuring such activities – other economic 
factors contributing to conflict need to 
be considered. Economic decline (low or 
declining economic growth rates), pov-
erty (low per capita income) and income 
disparities within societies are associat-
ed with the risk of civil war. Trade rela-
tions and access to world markets are 
also seen as influential factors.

Case studies are being conducted in Ethi-
opia, Côte d’Ivoire, Kenya, Tanzania and 
Nepal. Each study is looking at the inter-
ests of selected business actors; ways 
for them to contribute to economic and 
conflict transformation; and instruments 
to enhance peace-promoting behaviour 
of business actors, such as Public Private 
Partnerships or the modification of gen-
eral framework conditions such as trade 
laws by third parties.

Research insight
To test an analytical framework for govern-
ance developed by the NCCR North-South, 
case studies are being conducted in Bolivia 
and Argentina. Emphasis is placed on ex-
amples of “bottom-up” governance, where 
previously “voiceless” social groups such 
as women, indigenous peasants or labour-
ers have succeeded in asserting their citi-
zenship by taking the political initiative in 
the public arena. This should also help to 
clarify the role of gender differences in 
political processes.

For example, in Bolivia it was shown that 
vulnerable people are absorbed by their 
immediate needs. This has led to their 
making little or no attempt to participate in 
the process of constructing public risk 
management policies.

“A change of generations in 
the countries that gained 
independence in the second 
half of the 20th century is 
helping new groups to gain 
political legitimacy. They 
are looking for new ways of 
solving conflicts and pro-
moting a civil society. This is 
an area in which Switzer-
land can play an important 
facilitating role.”

“As the institutions of gov-
ernance are increasingly 
obliged to consider the 
interests of all stakeholders 
involved, scientific research 
can become an important 
tool in negotiating political 
change.”
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Livelihood Options and Globalisation

Making a living under 
transition – after the break-up 
of the Soviet Union, people 
were left to their own devices. 
Here, a small business along 
the road to Song-Kul Lake, 
Kyrgyzstan tides someone over. 

Globalisation is having a profound effect on the world’s poor. For some, it creates new 
economic opportunities. For many others, it is creating new obstacles to overcome in 
the constant search for a sustainable livelihood. Research conducted by the NCCR 
North-South is concerned with the changing economic, social and political structures 
that influence livelihood options. 

Poverty is often rooted not in a lack of 
available resources, but in institutional 
and territorial barriers that impede ac-
cess to them. Economic programmes 
based on market liberalisation, privatisa-
tion and reduced government controls 
usually benefit only those who already 
have a fixed place in the economy. For 
those on the outside, poverty itself lim-
its access to state-run programmes for 
the promotion of livelihood opportuni-
ties. As a result, those affected often end 
up having to resort to “informal” survival 
strategies that only increase their eco-
nomic, social and political vulnerability. 

The NCCR North-South’s long-term ob-
jective is to understand changes in peo-
ple’s livelihoods and the institutions in-
fluencing them. In this way it works to 
support positive patterns of change and 
help mitigate negative developments. 
The research focuses on the following 
three themes: livelihoods and institu-
tions; livelihood strategies and poverty; 
and livelihoods and territory. 

Livelihoods and institutions  
Research on even such basic issues as 
making a living needs a clear theoretical 
and methodological basis. For this reason 
the NCCR North-South gives high impor-
tance to theoretical research and refining 
approaches to livelihood analysis. For ex-

ample, while research at the start of the 
programme focused on people’s assets 
and how these could be improved by out-
side interventions, it tended to neglect the 
causes for unequal access. During the 
course of the programme, researchers be-
gan to address the enabling or restricting 
institutional context within which people 
construct their livelihoods. By turning their 
attention to the institutional dimension, 
researchers are focusing on issues of ac-
cess, power and entitlements as opposed 
to just the issue of assets.

In this same line of research, the NCCR 
North-South aims to foster the under-
standing of the increasing rural – urban 
interactions in a globalising world. The 
accelerated tendency towards urbanisa-
tion that has accompanied changes in 
the global economy has brought with it 
a tendency for households to become 
multi-spatial, with some members living 
in rural areas while others move towards 
urban and peri-urban settings. House-
holds are progressively coming to resem-
ble highly gendered, tightly organised 
networks for the exchange of goods, 

Key term
A livelihood refers to people’s capabilities 
and their means of living – including food, 
income, resources as well as claims and 
access. 
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services and support between rural and 
urban locations. This, in turn, is bringing 
about fundamental changes in the ways 
decisions are made regarding both urban 
and rural livelihood activities and the 
strategies followed for linking them. 

Livelihood strategies and poverty
Here, the focus is on deepening and re-
fining livelihood-oriented research, with 
an emphasis on institutions. Renewable 
natural resources are core assets for liveli-
hood security in rural settings. Unfortu-
nately, control over these assets is often 
contentious. Multiple claims and legal plu-
ralism can easily create a situation in which 
access to available resources becomes 
 restricted, particularly for the poor and 
disenfranchised. A phenomenon often ob-
served in remote mountain areas is that in 
such situations the importance of land and 
agriculture as livelihood assets diminish-
es, as households become increasingly 
dependent on remittances generated in 
remote urban contexts. 

Conflicts also prevail between nature, 
conservation and livelihood interests – 
research shows that they need to be rec-
onciled. This requires a paradigmatic 
shift from ‘protectionist’ to ‘people-ori-
ented’ conservation approaches. The lo-
cal communities within the protected 
areas have to be understood as equal 
partners with whom decision-making 
processes and local ownership have to 
be created. 

The NCCR North-South also investigates 
the role of institutions in creating or 
 enhancing livelihood opportunities. Spe-
cific attention is given to the role of the 
state, whose importance in developmen-
tal processes is re-emerging, especially 
for the specific purpose of mediating be-
tween global market forces and the lo-
cally defined needs of the poor.

Livelihoods and territory 
Research into this theme examines the 
relationship between livelihoods and terri-
tory in the context of globalised societies. 
It looks at the interdependence between 

livelihood strategies and social and spa-
tial transformation. Globalisation has 
far-reaching effects on the ways in which 
territorial space is divided. Existing 
boundaries are being shifted, suspend-
ed, removed or reinforced, while new 
boundaries based on market forces rath-
er than political or geographical consid-
erations are being created. These chang-
es have profound social and existential 
consequences, both positive and nega-
tive, for those whose lives and liveli-
hoods are affected by them. 

Changing boundaries are especially visi-
ble in expanding cities. The global com-
petition between them has led in many 
cases to increased exclusivity: low- 
income populations are forced to the 
 periphery as rising costs make it impos-
sible for them to remain in the centre. 
While this is a phenomenon also known 
in the North, it is a trend even more pro-
nounced in the South. Here the segrega-
tion of the rich from the poor is often 
both more formal and more strict – tak-
ing the form of gated communities and 
restricted areas and reinforced by the 
imposition of tolls and other official and 
unofficial sanctions. 

A further tool to analyse and help create 
livelihood opportunities for the poor is 
the concept of “habitat”. The extent to 
which a habitat can be considered suc-
cessful depends on a number of variables 
such as the manner in which space is 
 appropriated, planning and policy-mak-
ing, mobility opportunities, availability 
of expertise, individual capabilities, and 
access to real and financial assets. The 
central goal of this research is to deter-
mine the ways in which such variables 
can be influenced so that a habitat may 
offer livelihood  opportunities.

Ulrike Müller-Böker 
Head of 
Work Package 2 
Development Study 
Group	Zurich	(DSGZ) 
University	of	Zurich 
Zurich,	Switzerland

“When looking for solutions 
for development problems, 
it’s important to see them 
from the point of view of 
the people directly affected.”

Adriana Rabinovich 
Deputy head of 
Work Package 2 /  
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (4) 
Laboratory of Urban 
Sociology (LaSUR) 
Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology (EPFL) 
Lausanne, Switzerland

“Conducting research in 
partnership opens new 
possibilities for scientists 
from both the North and the 
South. You learn that there 
are different ways of over-
coming obstacles. Compar-
ing similar problems in 
Bangkok, Havana and Bue-
nos Aires helps us find com-
mon solutions that can be 
adapted to specific local 
circumstances.“

Key term
The term habitat refers to the combina-
tion of tangible and intangible elements 
that go into making a given environment 
suitable for human beings to live there. 
This can include such factors as housing, 
sanitation, access to goods and services, 
and infrastructure.

Research insight
In Nepal a people-oriented approach was 
applied in 1998 to create a conservation 
area around the world’s third-highest 
mountain, Kangchenjunga. Subsequent 
interviews conducted by the NCCR North-
South with residents and experts showed 
that three-quarters of those asked reported 
that living conditions had improved, and 
that all agreed that there had been an 
increase in wildlife.

Research insight
Rather than removing borders, globalisa-
tion processes often only shift them – 
 removing boundaries between countries 
while creating new ones within cities. Case 
studies in Hanoi, La Paz, Mexico City and 
Tegucigalpa thus far indicate that sustain-
able urban development is impossible 
without the mobilisation and active partici-
pation of the population groups concerned.



12

Health and Environmental Sanitation

Under the “One Medicine” 
vaccination campaign, 
veterinarians and human 
doctors travel together to 
reach the nomads. Here, the 
women, children and the 
nomads’ cattle are vaccinated 
in Chad. 

Health is not just a benefit of sustainable development – it is a prerequisite. For 
populations trying to escape the cycle of poverty, one of the most serious handicaps 
is the high vulnerability to disease. NCCR North-South research in this area aims 
primarily at finding ways to integrate effective health and sanitation strategies into 
participatory planning processes. 

Access to safe drinking water and proper 
sanitation facilities has proved to be the 
single most important factor in promoting 
health and combating disease among the 
poor. The goal of research on this topic is 
to contribute to the United Nations Millen-
nium Development Goals in the field of 
health, health systems and environmental 
sanitation. NCCR North-South research fo-
cuses on diagnosing deficiencies in exist-
ing environmental sanitation services and 
identifying the ways in which people cope 
with those deficiencies. 

Research in this area focuses on the deter-
minants of vulnerability and resilience; im-
proved environmental sanitation; and in-
terventions that reduce the health burden. 
 
Vulnerability and resilience
This line of research looks into the fac-
tors leading to vulnerability and resil-
ience in the fields of health, well-being 
and environmental sanitation. It focuses 
on diagnosing deficiencies in existing en-
vironmental sanitation services and iden-
tifying the ways in which people cope 
with those deficiencies. A central aspect 
of this research lies in determining the 
priorities of the users for improvements 
in environmental sanitation services. Pri-
orities may differ, as users live in a vari-
ety of settings (urban, rural, pastoral) 
and are subject to a variety of different 

but highly interrelated social, cultural 
and economic determinants. Sensitivity 
to the role of gender in establishing pri-
orities is also of fundamental importance. 
Specific research activities include the 
assessment of nutrition and food security 
of nomadic children in Chad. In Ethiopia, 
researchers are examining the burden of 
bovine tuberculosis.

Research is conducted using a combina-
tion of established scientific disciplines, 
from epidemiology to medical anthropol-
ogy and environmental engineering. This 
enables research questions and relevant 
experience at individual, household and 
institutional levels to be considered.

Research insight
While livestock in the Sahelian region of 
Chad are routinely vaccinated, nomadic 
children are not covered by the immunisa-
tion programme. Nomads are particularly 
vulnerable, also due to their exposure to 
diseases which affect the animals they 
keep. Since the launch of the joint human 
and animal vaccination campaign “One 
Medicine”, the rate of immunisation has 
increased between 10% to 30% per year. By 
sharing costs, both the veterinary and 
public health sectors have managed to 
reduce their expenditure by 15%. The 
 success of this programme has shown the 
potential for strengthening health services 
for hard-to-reach populations. 
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“We do not believe that 
there is one ‘magic bullet’ to 
alleviate the disease burden 
in our world, but that there 
is only the integrated use of 
different tools tailored to 
the context of local health 
and social systems that will 
bring long-term success.”

Environmental  sanitation
The guiding questions under this re-
search theme are: how can faecal and 
wastewater management be improved, 
and in what way can better environmen-
tal sanitation services help reduce the 
vulnerability of poor populations? 

Field-testing of a novel approach to envi-
ronmental sanitation is being carried out 
in Africa, Central America and Southeast 
Asia. The Household-Centred Environ-
mental Sanitation (HCES) approach is 
based on the understanding that devel-
opment can only be sustainable if people 
play a central role in the planning, de-
sign and implementation process. As 
this marks a radical departure from the 
centralised planning approaches of the 
past, this requires a change in the atti-
tudes of professionals away from mere 
service provision towards participatory 
and locally adapted service creation.

The health risks arising from poor envi-
ronmental sanitation, including the spread 
of epidemics and waterborne diseases, 
also have extensive secondary effects on 
developing economies. In addition to the 
direct costs of health care, the preva-
lence of such risks has negative conse-
quences for tourism and agricultural ex-
ports. These entail far greater economic 
costs than the investments required for 
providing a safe water supply and decent 
sanitation facilities.

Disease reduction
Research here considers different dimen-
sions of poverty and deprivation, and the 
existing resilience strategies of the most 
vulnerable urban populations. The NCCR 
North-South is working to identify and 
test interventions for health, environmen-
tal sanitation and social systems that can 
equitably reduce the disease burden. 

To this end, researchers are developing a 
conceptual framework using an approach 
combining methodologies to identify the 
extent of chemical and microbiological 
contamination in a specific system and 
its impact on human health. The meth-
odologies – Material Flow Analysis (MFA) 
and Quantitative Microbiological Risk 
Assessment (QMRA) – are combined to 
provide a holistic approach for identify-
ing sustainable environmental sanitation 
services that balance the needs of the 
people with those of the environment.

An important aspect in determining via-
ble solutions to disease reduction is an 
understanding of spatial patterns in the 
transmission of infectious diseases. This 
involves monitoring the spread of such 
diseases as malaria, tuberculosis, HIV/
AIDS and diarrhoea, particularly among 
the urban poor. Transmission of disease 
is considered in relation to such factors 
as the vulnerability of the population, 
their access to treatment and socio- 
demographic dynamics.

Within this context gender can play a de-
termining role, since access to health 
services such as diagnosis and treatment 
is often a direct function of power rela-
tionships within the household. Conse-
quently, the empowerment of women 
can make a substantial contribution to 
disease reduction, by enhancing both 
their opportunities for and probabilities 
of seeking health care. 

Equally important is the understanding 
of intra- and inter-ethnic groups. This 
 applies in particular to rural-pastoral no-
madic settings where some people main-
tain the traditional lifestyle, some become 
resident/semi- resident in rural areas and 
others migrate to an urban setting. These 
key issues are tackled through compara-
tive research in West Africa and Central 
Asia. 

Marcel Tanner 
Head of Work Package 3 
Swiss Tropical Institute 
(STI)  
Basel, Switzerland 

Roland Schertenleib 
Deputy head of Work 
Package 3
Department of Water 
and Sanitation in 
Developing Countries 
(SANDEC) 
Swiss Federal Institute 
of Aquatic Science and 
Technology (EAWAG)  
Dübendorf, Switzerland

“Leaving water in plastic 
bottles in the sunlight for a 
certain amount of time is 
the simplest method of 
killing bacteria. It works, 
but people don’t trust it. 
How can you get people to 
do it? We tried it in one 
project with schoolchildren 
in Bolivia. Nobody wants to 
use a technology they think is 
meant only for poor people.”

Key term
The Household-Centred Environmental 
Sanitation (HCES) approach is based on 
the “Bellagio Principles”, which were defined 
in 2000 and call for an overhaul of conven-
tional policies and practices worldwide in 
order to help achieve the objective of uni-
versal access to safe environmental sanita-
tion. The Bellagio Principles call for human 
dignity and the quality of life to be main-
tained; the involvement of all stakeholders 
in decision-making; waste to be considered 
as a resource with maximum use of recy-
cling and reuse potential; and problems to 
be solved as close as possible to where 
they occur. The approach is being field-
tested in selected cities in Kenya, Tanzania, 
Burkina Faso, Costa Rica and Laos, focus-
ing on un-serviced or under-serviced areas 
in urban and peri-urban settings.

Research insight
While human and veterinary medicine are 
separated sectors in most countries, there 
are many overlapping issues; in some 
cases, cooperation is crucial. One example 
is the control of zoonoses – diseases which 
are transmissible between animals and 
humans. In places where the interaction of 
humans and animals is inextricably linked, 
a rethinking of institutions, legislation and 
policy is required to take into account a 
closer cooperation between the two sec-
tors – a “One Health” approach. There is a 
large potential for new models of providing 
health services jointly to remote popula-
tions, as well as for innovative, cost-effec-
tive approaches to zoonoses control. 
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Natural Resources in Sustainable Development

A shift in the seasonal river 
peak flow caused by the effects 
of climate change jeopardise 
land use systems. Agricultural 
plots in the Pamir mountains, 
Tajikistan. 

In most developing countries the majority of the people depend on agriculture for 
their livelihoods. The availability and sustainable use of natural resources like vegeta-
tion, water and soil are therefore of central importance. This also applies to the im-
pact of natural resources on climate change and vice versa – while natural resources 
suffer from the effects of climate change, their availability also influences climate 
change. For these reasons the NCCR North-South aims at finding sustainable ways of 
using natural resources. 

Research in this area examines issues 
such as the dynamics and management 
of natural resources. What do these dy-
namics – factors that affect natural re-
source management – mean for people’s 
livelihoods? And how are they perceived 
by different players? 

Work is divided into the following three 
themes: environmental dynamics, natural 
resources and livelihoods; knowledge, 
values and power in natural resource man-
agement; and the development-environ-
ment nexus in trans-contextual settings. 

The first theme analyses the relationship 
between natural resources and sustaina-
ble development mainly from a geo-phys-
ical perspective; the second does so from 
a social science point of view. Finally, the 
third theme combines these perspectives 
at a meso-level – that is, at a regional or 
national level. 

Natural resources and livelihoods
Farmers require adequate access to land, 
water resources and natural vegetation. If 
these resources are in short supply, de-
graded or unaffordable, then livelihoods 
are affected. In addition, natural resource 
systems provide regulating and protective 

Key term
Research takes a multi-level approach. 
At the micro- or household level, research 
examines local particularities. At the 
 macro- or international level, research 
identifies global influences. In the end, 
these results have to be reconciled in  
some way – this takes place at the level 
“in-between” – the meso-level, the regional 
or national level.

Research focusing just on the micro-level 
tends to concentrate on local particulari-
ties, losing sight of global influences. 
Conversely, research conducted only at the 
macro-level dilutes all local particularities. 
It is only at the meso-level that both the 
local particularities of natural resource 
management and the global influences on 
them become visible. 

In Laos, the NCCR North-South has shown 
that lower deforestation rates in protected 
areas are mainly due to the remoteness of 
the areas, and not to their protected sta-
tus. Deforestation is especially high where 
forests are easily accessible from Thailand, 
Vietnam or China. Patterns such as these 
can only be seen at the meso-level. 

Policy decisions are taken mostly at the 
meso-level. As one of the aims of the 
NCCR North-South is to generate data that 
can become policy-relevant, taking this 
level into account is crucial.
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services and are needed to help prevent 
global climate change. The NCCR North-
South looks at the multiple factors influ-
encing the availability of natural resources 
and their variations over time and space. 

Researchers in Kyrgyzstan were able to 
show to what extent natural resources 
and livelihoods were affected by climate 
change. The reduction in glacier surface 
of 28% between 1963 and 2000, with a 
clear acceleration in recent years, has not 
just increased the quantity of river water, 
but also shifted the river peak flow one 
month forward. This shift may well lead 
to insufficient water during the period of 
maximum water requirements towards 
the end of the dry summer season.

In Kenya, researchers found that in a 
semi-arid context not only irrigation-
based agricultural systems but especially 
rain-fed ones are highly vulnerable to cli-
mate change. Climate change has led to 
an increase in rainfall variability, height-
ening the risk of a series of droughts. 

Values and power
Natural resources are basic for rural live-
lihoods but equally important for gov-
ernments in resource-rich countries. This 
may lead to conflicts of interests. For ex-
ample, a national government may de-
clare the construction of a hydropower 
station in a particular area as an energy 
policy priority. This, however, may have 
a negative effect on the lives of farming 
communities who depend on safeguard-
ing the forest cover for income genera-
tion, ecosystem services and even spir-
itual values.

NCCR North-South research aims to re-
veal such value differences at the micro-
level using a social science approach. At 
the meso-level, it analyses the power 
 relations in order to understand why 
some value systems dominate others.

In Bolivia, the NCCR North-South held 
workshops that brought together local 
users of natural resources and external 
supporting actors. The workshops re-
vealed that through the interplay of 
 social, emotional and cognitive compe-
tencies, a social learning process can be 
initiated. Such a process allows partici-
pants to identify and address problems 
and potentials in natural resource man-
agement relating to issues of values and 
power.

In Tajikistan and the Swiss Alps, initial re-
sults show that external actors attribute 
fewer values to natural resources than 

the local users do. The multidimension-
ality of the local user’s valuation makes 
it more difficult for them to express how 
to use natural resources. This weakens 
their position in negotiations for more 
sustainable development.

Environment and development
The concept that poorer people contrib-
ute more to environmental degradation 
to satisfy their development needs is 
controversial. The relationship between 
the environment and development de-
pends on global market trends, govern-
ment policies and local situations in mul-
tiple variations.

The NCCR North-South aims to provide 
explanatory models at the meso-level. 
This requires data often missing in 
 developing countries, such as poverty 
mapping at village level. To provide this 
kind of data the NCCR North-South is col-
laborating with the statistical bureaus of 
Vietnam and Laos. This has resulted in a 
joint publication, a socioeconomic atlas 
of Vietnam. Work is currently underway 
on a socioeconomic atlas of Laos. 

In Ethiopia, attempts were made to rec-
oncile nature conservation of the Simen 
Mountains World Heritage Site with 
 human land use inside and surrounding 
the protected area. By re-designing the 
boundaries of the conservation area so 
that the cultivated land of a majority of 
the villages was no longer included, it 
was possible to find broader agreement 
between Park authorities and local vil-
lages. In addition, some modest local 
 income was generated through tourism 
development, so that local attitudes to-
wards wildlife were improved further. 

Urs Wiesmann 
Head of Work Package 4 
Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE) 
University of Bern 
Bern, Switzerland

Hans Hurni 
Deputy head of  
Work Package 4 
Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE) 
University of Bern 
Bern, Switzerland

Research insight
Research in parts of India contributed to a 
better understanding of organic farming.  
It revealed that cotton yields on farms that 
have completed the conversion period to 
organic farming are on a par with those  
on conventional farms and do not require 
significantly more labour input. Due to 
10–20% lower production costs and a 20% 
organic price premium, average gross 
margins from organic cotton fields are 
30–40% higher than in the conventional 
system. The challenge of tapping the 
potential of organic cotton farming lies  
in enabling poor farmers to overcome the 
obstacles of the conversion period. These 
findings have already found a great response 
in research and development communities.

‘‘Think globally and act 
l ocally – think locally and 
act globally: in sustainable 
development these two 
perspectives have to meet 
– and they best meet at the 
regional level. At this level 
we today face the biggest 
challenges and find the best 
opportunities to promote 
real sustainability.’’

‘‘The most rewarding experi-
ence is when I see the 
 shining eyes of participating 
land users when together 
we have found out some-
thing innovative of which 
they are convinced that it 
will help render their liveli-
hoods and natural resource 
uses more sustainable.’’
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Transversal Research

A coffee ceremony in Ethiopia, 
coffee’s country of origin. 
Coffee is the world’s second 
most heavily traded commod-
ity, after oil. The conditions 
under which coffee is grown 
and sold is of fundamental 
importance to small-scale 
producers in Africa.

In order to capitalise further on the research results and experience gained in its 
coordinated case studies, the NCCR North-South has introduced eight advanced 
research projects that cut across the boundaries set by the individual, thematic 
Work Packages. Designed to test and define the potentials and limitations of sus-
tainable development as a research concept, these “Transversal Package Projects” 
(TPPs) make use of concepts and methodologies developed in the research partner-
ships of the NCCR North-South. Proceeding from a transdisciplinary approach, the 
individual projects consider the complex reciprocal relationship between theory  
and practice in sustainable development research.

1) TPP Coffee Value Chains
The dependency of rural producers on 
global markets is crucial not only to indi-
vidual livelihoods but also to economic 
development. Coffee offers an ideal 
starting point to study the role of local 
and national actors and institutional 
structures in the production of agro-
commodities for sale on the global mar-
ket. Three case studies are being con-
ducted in Ethiopia, Kenya and Tanzania 
to understand the impact of price volatil-
ity of coffee on livelihoods of coffee pro-
ducers, as well as on national political 
economies, institutional arrangements 
and production systems.

In coffee-producing countries, recent de-
clines in coffee prices have led to a reduc-
tion in state revenues and spending on 
social development. The approximately 
33 million Africans who derive their liveli-
hoods by growing coffee have to adapt 
their livelihoods. Besides reducing house-
hold incomes, this may also have nega-
tive social impacts, like migration of male 
workers or increasing child labour. To 
compensate revenue losses, those affect-
ed may resort to an extension of farming, 

leading to deforestation and biodiversity 
loss. Or farmers may use more irrigation, 
fertilisers and pesticides, resulting in wa-
ter shortage and water pollution. Re-
search is also conducted on fair trade 
schemes, which are seen as a way to im-
prove producers’ livelihoods by paying 
producers fairer prices for their goods or 
supporting communities. 

2) TPP Human Security
Human security is a crucial concept for 
the definition, early detection and effec-
tive mitigation of vulnerability to local 
threats and negative effects of global 
change. To further sustainable individual 
and communal livelihood strategies, this 
originally academic concept has to be 
operationalised. To this end case studies 
are being conducted in Venezuela, Kyr-
gyzstan and Ethiopia.

Under the transdisciplinary approach, 
threats to human security cannot be 
identified by scientific experts alone. To 
incorporate the non-scientific perspec-
tive, representatives from all major stake-
holders are brought together in every 
case study. In a first step, the scientists 
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and the stakeholders each compile and 
analyse the causes and effects of human 
insecurity, as well as past and existing 
mitigation measures. This leads them to 
formulate a “human insecurity cluster” – 
a set of core threats unique to each con-
text under study. In a second step they 
design measures to recognise, monitor 
and mitigate the development of those 
core threats. Finally, they explore strate-
gies to transfer mitigation measures to 
those actors who are able and willing to 
implement them in order to reduce hu-
man insecurity. 

3) TPP Multi-local Livelihoods
Worldwide, an increasing number of fam-
ilies are diversifying their income sources 
through migration. In most cases only 
parts of the families migrate,  resulting in 
a multi-locality of households which af-
fects the livelihoods of the people in-
volved. In a quest to gather empirical 
knowledge to understand the  resulting 
risks and potentials, this project focuses 
on labour markets spanning Nepal–India–
Bangladesh; Kyrgyzstan–Kazakh stan–
Russia; and Guatemala–Mexico–US. 

Migration is not always an option; often 
it is a necessity of survival, or a result of 
conflict (in the form of displacement). 
Case studies show that more often than 
not, little attention is paid to the condi-
tions under which the migrants live and 
work, remitting money to their homes. In 
Kyrgyzstan, for example, potential mi-
grants are increasingly informed about 
their formal rights and obligations when 
working in Russia or Kazakhstan. Despite 

this, their daily reality looks different, 
with little enforcement of their rights as 
migrants. They feel stigmatised as low-
skilled, foreign workers. According to a 
study, their main aim is to earn “quick 
money” and return to Kyrgyzstan, though 
not necessarily back to the rural homes 
they left. 

4)  TPP Urban Planning and 
Habitat

Urban planning has come a long way 
since it was regarded as a purely techni-
cal activity. Having gone through several 
evolutions, it is now considered a multi-
stakeholder and multi-scale activity – 
and one which must also take into ac-
count social, cultural, political, economic 
and environmental factors. Multi-stake-
holder, because it involves both experts 
and non-experts; multi-scale, because 
local developments are often the result 
of decisions made at a national level. In 
response, new instruments of urban in-
tervention have emerged to link these 
factors – which in turn are crucial for en-
suring sustainable development. 

The main purpose of this Transversal 
Package Project is to examine and evalu-
ate such “innovative” approaches to ur-
ban planning. It focuses on recent projects 
for the rehabilitation of city centres with 
high heritage value in Havana, Buenos 
Aires and Bangkok. Preliminary findings 
show such projects often run the risk of 
being “too successful” in the long term. 
As the quality of the buildings and the 
 infrastructures improve, these centrally 
located city neighbourhoods become 
 increasingly attractive for private inves-
tors. In most cases, the original residents 
lack the financial means to resist market 
pressures and are forced to leave. 

5)  TPP Pastoral Production 
Systems

Pastoralists rely on the use of livestock 
to make a living. In most cases, pastoral-
ists are nomads who move around in 
search of suitable resources for the ani-
mals they depend on. Over the last dec-
ades, pastoral production systems have 
faced heavy and unprecedented pressures 
by a number of factors – socio-political, 
economic, cultural, institutional and eco-
logical. This calls for the introduction of 
innovations and incentives to motivate the 
communities and their younger genera-
tion to reconsider pastoral production as a 
promising and sustainable way of life. 

Through case studies in West Africa, the 
Horn of Africa and Central Asia, this 
transversal research project looks for  

Stephan Rist  
Coordinator of 
 Transversal Package
Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE)  
University of Bern 
Bern, Switzerland

“There’s no fixed blueprint 
for achieving sustainable 
development. Each situation 
has to be analysed within 
its own context in order to 
define what sustainable 
development means con-
cretely. This generally in-
volves a process of social 
learning and the negotiation 
of competing interests.”

Brigit Obrist van Eeuwijk 
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (6) 
Swiss Tropical Institute 
(STI)  
Basel, Switzerland

“I find it much more inspir-
ing to think about resilience 
than vulnerability because 
positive stories evoke more 
engaged responses from 
practitioners and policy-
makers.”

Key term
In an increasingly complex and uncertain 
globalising world, scientific knowledge is 
indispensable in the promotion of sustain-
able development. But where changes are 
needed, who decides which are changes 
for the better? This requires the involve-
ment of all people concerned – not just 
scientists. At this level research within the 
NCCR North-South attempts to break new 
ground and promote the use of new meth-
odologies. These are then tested in particu-
lar within the framework of the Transversal 
Package Projects. 

For the methodology of research for 
sustainable development this means 
that communication platforms have to be 
established at all stages of research: from 
the definition of the problem to the gath-
ering of data and the evaluation of solu-
tions. To provide such platforms, the trans-
versal research projects have organised 
more than 30 workshops in all partnership 
 regions so far. Each was attended by 
 between 25 and 40 representatives of 
different stakeholder groups.
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Eva Ludi 
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (1) 
Overseas Development 
Institute (ODI) 
London, UK

alternatives to ensure the survival of the 
system. It investigates how adaptations 
in the dynamic environment (such as 
sustainable land use or natural resource 
management) and adaptations in society 
may improve the livelihoods of popula-
tions working in pastoral regions. This 
research is also needed as policymakers, 
particularly at local, regional and nation-
al levels, frequently underestimate if not 
overlook the societal and economic role 
of pastoral production systems. Pastoral 
production systems have the potential to 
help reduce vulnerability as well as mi-
gration towards urban centres and devel-
oped countries – factors of which decision-
makers must be convinced. 

6)  TPP Social Vulnerability and 
Resilience

Vulnerability is commonly understood as 
the exposure to risks and a lack of the 
means to deal with these risks. Some indi-
viduals and social groups are better able 
to adjust to adversities than others. In  
order to mitigate the unwanted effects of 
global change, sustainable development 
should not only reduce risk but also  
enhance people’s ability to adapt. This pos-
itive adjustment is called resilience. Redi-
recting the attention of researchers, poli-
cymakers and practitioners from managing 
risk to building resilience is an important 
prerequisite for sustainable development.

In La Paz, Bolivia, poor people live on 
steep slopes and are endangered by 
landslides. Measures such as improving 
local governance are required to secure 
the slopes and strengthen people’s resil-
ience to this challenging livelihood con-
dition. In northwestern Pakistan, rural – 
urban migration increases the resilience 
of the men who leave but also the vul-
nerability of the women left behind in 
the villages. Helping couples develop al-
ternatives to outmigration is a way to 
strengthen resilience. In unplanned set-
tlements of the Tanzanian capital Dodo-
ma, resilience to sanitation-related threats 
depends on access to resources and serv-
ices. One effective measure is to involve 
community-based organisations and  local 
residents in the development of cogni-
tive, technical and managerial skills. 

7)  TPP Contextuality of 
 Development Interventions

Does development which is successful in 
one part of a country work elsewhere, 
either within the same country or even 
on a different continent? Trying to deter-
mine how best to plan and implement 
sustainable development is the aim of 
this transversal research project. It does 

so by drawing up “sustainability contexts”: 
describing certain generalised contexts 
within a country or a region which display 
similar characteristics. These are poverty, 
environment and the decision-making 
structure of the region under study. 

This gives rise to questions such as: what 
is the distribution of poverty and poor 
people; what is the pattern of environmen-
tal degradation? What actors work where 
and with what agendas? Research on this 
project is carried out in Laos, Tanzania 
and Pakistan. In Laos, work was complet-
ed on developing an atlas mapping the 
incidence and density of poverty. Under-
standing patterns such as these help de-
fine how general or how specific policy-
making needs to be. Conversely, if a 
promising solution is identified in one 
place, where could it be applied? 

8)  TPP Knowledge, Power, 
 Politics

The generation of more and better knowl-
edge is generally considered as a positive 
thing. This is also the case in the develop-
ment sector, where there is the idea that 
a better basis and use of knowledge on 
complex issues related to development 
processes can be a major factor in im-
proving the lives of a large number of 
people. This Transversal Package Project 
examines the production and exchange of 
knowledge in international development 
research, policy and cooperation. It is es-
pecially interested in the political nature of 
‘knowledge for development’, asking criti-
cal questions such as ‘whose knowledge?’ 
and ‘for what kind of development?’.

The purpose of this project is to further 
our understanding of the dynamics of 
knowledge in development research, pol-
icy and practice. Empirical evidence is 
gathered in three case studies, in Bolivia, 
Vietnam and Switzerland. Each of the 
three case studies contributes an analy-
sis of the knowledge – power – policy 
nexus in a specific organisational and 
development context. This is then to be 
linked up with what is going on in the 
global knowledge economy of sustaina-
ble development that finds its expres-
sion in ever-changing and various devel-
opment discourses. A key objective of the 
project is to explore impacts of knowl-
edge exchanges on institutional and so-
cial conditions of development research, 
policy and practice, both in the South 
and in the North. 

See p. 40 for TPP contact details

“Prices for coffee on the 
world market have a direct 
impact on what the farmers 
who produce it earn. One 
problem is that the market 
reacts quickly, while coffee 
plants need four years be-
fore they become productive. 
It might be possible to ensure 
a minimum price for the 
producers through the pro-
motion of ‘Fair Trade’ coffee. 
So, how much of what the 
consumers pay in a shop will 
actually make its way back 
to the farmers?”

Peter Messerli 
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (7) 
Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE)  
University of Bern 
Bern, Switzerland

“When a farmer in Laos 
cultivates his land, he is 
increasingly influenced by 
outside actors. There’s a 
whole chain of governmental 
authorities and development 
organisations intervening at 
district, regional, provincial 
and national levels, and all 
of them have their own 
agendas. And then there are 
land-hungry private inves-
tors coming from Laos’ 
neighbours, the economic 
powerhouses of China, 
 Vietnam and Thailand.”
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The North-South Partnership Network

Contacts at Regional Coordination Offices of the Joint Areas of Case Studies (JACS)

West Africa   Guéladio Cissé 
Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, gueladio.cisse@csrs.ci, www.csrs.ch

East Africa  Boniface Kiteme 
Nanyuki, Kenya, b.kiteme@africaonline.co.ke, www.cetrad.org

Horn of Africa  Berhanu Debele 
Addis Abeba, Ethiopia, nccrhorn@ethionet.et

Central Asia  Mira Arynova 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, mira@camp.elcat.kg, www.camp.kg/eng

South Asia  Bishnu Raj Upreti 
Kathmandu, Nepal, bupreti@nccr.wlink.com.np

Southeast Asia  Thammarat Koottatep 
Bangkok, Thailand, thamarat@ait.ac.th, www.serd.ait.ac.th

Caribbean &  Marian Perez 
Central America  San José, Costa Rica, mperez@flacso.or.cr , www.flacso.or.cr

South America  Manuel De La Fuente 
Cochabamba, Bolivia, mdelafuente@supernet.com.bo

Swiss Alps  Astrid Wallner 
Bern, Switzerland, astrid.wallner@cde.unibe.ch  
www.cde.unibe.ch, www.weltnaturerbe.ch

West Africa
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Caribbean
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The West Africa partnership region comprises eight countries: 
Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Ghana, Mali, 
Mauritania and Senegal. NCCR North-South research focuses 
on issues of health, sanitation and disease prevention in 
both urban and rural contexts. 

West 
Africa

Nomadic people, like the 
ethnic group of Fulbe in West 

Africa, are particularly 
vulnerable to global change. 

The demographic explosion in West Af-
rica has created serious demographic 
challenges to sustainable development 
in the region. Heavy intra-regional mi-
gration from rural areas to urban centres 
and from less to more developed coun-
tries has placed tremendous pressures 
on natural resources and on transport 
and sanitary infrastructures. These prob-
lems have been exacerbated by climatic 
difficulties, irregular food supply, con-
flicts and political unrest. 

NCCR North-South research in West Afri-
ca began by focusing mainly on health, 
well-being, water and sanitation. Research 
targeted poor urban populations and 
 nomadic communities, groups which are 
particularly vulnerable to syndromes of 
global change. As the programme pro-
gressed, research in this partnership re-
gion continued to examine health and 
environmental sanitation while opening 
up to other new themes such as institu-
tions and conflicts. 

The research undertaken so far can be 
presented under three main themes: risk 
management and equity effectiveness in 
water, sanitation and health; vulnerability 

and resilience; and institutions, conflicts 
and public spaces. 

Sanitation and health
Inadequate solid and liquid waste man-
agement in urban areas is a key problem 
for public health in West Africa. One of 
the main lines of study was on under-
standing overlapping syndromes of glo-
bal change in underprivileged settlements 
in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, and Nouakchott, 
Mauritania. These two capitals are home 
to more than 40 per cent of the urban 
populations of their respective countries. 
Urbanisation in the two towns, since the 
countries gained independence, was ac-
companied by rapid and significant de-
velopment in underprivileged suburbs.

The issue of faecal sludge management 
is a big concern in the small towns of 
West Africa. The situation is also critical 
for industrial wastewater management. 
NCCR North-South studies in six under-
privileged suburbs in the commune of 
Yopougon, Côte d’Ivoire, found that 
wastewater is mostly discharged directly 
onto the street, and household waste is 
discharged into the nearest wastewater 
canal as well as onto the streets and 
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On the region
The term West Africa generally refers to the 
part of Africa that is bordered to the north 
by the Sahara desert, to the west and the 
south by the Atlantic Ocean, and to the east 
by the line running from Mount Cameroon 
to Lake Chad. In area, it covers approxi-
mately one-fifth of the African continent. 
The northern areas of West Africa belong to 
the semi-arid region of the Sahel. Further 
south, moist savannas provide a transition 
to the low-lying tropical plateau of the 
coastal regions. The total population of 
West Africa is now estimated at over 250 
million inhabitants – as compared to some 
90 million in 1970. 

Research insight
Studies in Abidjan showed that 52 per cent 
of women who had informed their family 
circle of their HIV positive status were 
excluded from social activities. A large 
number of these seek moral support from 
self-help groups. Despite the existence of  
a national programme for reproductive 
health and family planning, ensuring the 
widespread use of contraception remains 
complex. One of the main reasons is that 
there is not always agreement on the mat-
ter of family planning within couples.

Contact
NCCR North-South
West Africa Regional Coordination Office
Swiss Centre for Scientific Research in 
Côte d’Ivoire
01 BP 1303 Abidjan 01, Côte d’Ivoire
Phone:  +225 23 47 27 92
 +225 23 47 27 90 (secretariat)
Fax:  +225 23 45 12 11
E-mail: gueladio.cisse@csrs.ci

 vacant areas of wasteland. The canals 
into which waste is discharged lead to a 
lagoon near the peri-urban villages, in-
creasing the risk of disease. 

Vulnerability and resilience
The complexity of the threats faced by 
poor populations makes it necessary for 
all the involved disciplines to tackle them 
in a holistic manner and to consider ad-
ditional concepts such as vulnerability 
and resilience. The vulnerability of the 
population groups in underprivileged 
quarters is illustrated by the prevalence 
of disease there.

Studies in Abidjan found a particular 
area to map nearly 1000 potential mos-
quito breeding sites, most of which were 
sanitation canals and wells. Nearly a 
third of the breeding sites were found to 
contain the larvae of the mosquito 
Anopheles Gambiae, the principal vector 
of malaria in Africa. 

The other major disease in the project 
zone is HIV/AIDS. NCCR North-South 
studies examined the issue of social 
fragmentation by addressing the vulner-
ability and resilience of women living 
with HIV/AIDS. The aim of resilience-
building is to strength en their capacity 
to deal with the situation.

Studies on the pollution health risks of the 
urban environment have also been analysed 

from a vulnerability and resilience angle. 
The frequency of diseases is examined in 
relation to variables such as the level of ac-
cess to potable water, solid waste and waste-
water management, health facilities as well 
as the reaction capacity to crisis in several 
urban contexts.

Institutions and public spaces
Several projects are underway in this field. 
In one case, institutional change in semi-
arid areas in Chad and Cameroon is being 
examined: the transition from customary 
laws to new institutional modalities. Public 
spaces in Nouakchott and Dakar, the capi-
tals of Mauritania and Senegal, are the 
subject of another project. 

Also underway is a study looking into 
the notion of citizenship and its role in 
the construction of nationhood in Côte 
d’Ivoire. Here, competing definitions about 
citizenship and national belonging have 
played a central role in the recent con-
flict that split the country in two after 
2002. The study examines different mo-
ments in the country’s history during 
which the issue of locals versus foreign-
ers was the subject of heated debate in 
society. It shows how the current strug-
gle about the definition of the Ivorian 
nation-state is the product of long-last-
ing historical and political dynamics.

Partnerships
The Regional Coordination Office for this 
partnership region is housed at the Swiss 
Centre for Scientific Research in Abidjan. 
This has been beneficial for both sides, 
with the Centre since becoming a truly 
regional establishment. 

At the scientific level, the NCCR North-
South programme has helped create a 
South – South platform for exchange be-
tween universities, research institutions 
and other institutions such as NGOs and 
international agencies. The interdiscipli-
nary and transdisciplinary approach is 
now being applied by scientists at a re-
gional level. In a major development, it is 
also being integrated into the curricula 
of universities.

Jakob	Zinsstag 
Deputy head of  
Work Package 3 
Swiss Tropical Institute 
(STI) 
Basel, Switzerland

“In Mali we succeeded in 
bringing policymakers to a 
remote part of the country 
for a workshop. It was their 
first time there. Seeing the 
situation on the ground 
made it clear to them that 
there was no point in trying 
to treat tuberculosis among 
nomads by setting up sta-
tionary clinics. For nomads 
you need mobile approaches 
to health care.” 

“The main dietary staple of 
Côte d’Ivoire is called 
‘atiéké’. It’s made from the 
cassava root, and the prep-
aration is a long process 
done by women of the la-
goon regions, who work in 
groups on the banks of the 
lagoon. This helps us to 
explain the importance of 
researching and improving 
water and sanitation sys-
tems – and for avoiding 
pollution of the lagoons:  
it makes not only for better 
health, but also for better 
atiéké.”

Guéladio Cissé 
Regional Coordinator 
West Africa 
Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire
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The East Africa partnership region comprises Kenya, Tanzania 
and Uganda. The management of natural resources for the 
needs of both urban and rural populations is a central focus 
of NCCR North-South research in the region. An ongoing 
 attempt is made to find new ways of integrating knowledge 
available from a wide variety of sources into strategies for 
sustainable development. 

East
Africa

Managing the effects of 
drought remains a pressing 

problem in Kenya.

The largely rural economies in the East 
Africa partnership region have witnessed 
vast waves of internal migration. This 
has put unprecedented pressure on an 
already fragile environment. Together 
with severe and recurrent droughts, the 
intense competition for scarce natural 
resources has made this region one of 
the world’s most challenging. 

Here, the NCCR North-South aims at find-
ing pathways for sustainable develop-
ment in the three syndrome contexts: 
urban/peri-urban, semi-arid areas in tran-
sition, and highland – lowland systems. 

In this partnership region, the three main 
research themes are: natural resource 
management; livelihoods, vulnerability 
and resilience; and integrating knowl-
edge for syndrome assessment and miti-
gation. 

Fragile environment
As population density in areas of high 
agricultural potential reached explosive 
levels, sizable population groups began 
to settle in neighbouring, semi-arid 
lands. Efforts to increase productivity in 
these areas led to the introduction of 
land use practices and farming methods 

incompatible with prevailing ecological 
conditions. This has contributed to a cy-
cle of severe land degradation, declining 
productivity and growing conflicts over 
resource use and access. 

NCCR North-South research in East Afri-
ca attempts to assess the social, political 
and environmental factors contributing 
to the existent pressures and to develop 
methods for their mitigation in both the 
short and long term. 

Research is conducted in two main clus-
ters. In the Mt Kenya and Mt Kilimanjaro 
areas studies focus on the management 
of water and other natural resources. In 
the same cluster, in the Eastern Arc Moun-
tains, the focus is on problems related to 
biodiversity conservation. 

The second cluster of geographical areas 
of concentration covers the semi-arid 
 areas of Kenya and Tanzania. Research 
topics here include drought vulnerability, 
geo-information technology for sustain-
able development approaches and recon-
ciling conservation, tourism and develop-
ment in Kenya and Tanzania. 
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On the region
The countries of East Africa are character-
ised by a high degree of cultural and ethnic 
diversity. While the rate of population 
growth has declined markedly in recent 
decades, extreme demographic pressures 
continue to threaten the economic and 
political stability of the region. 

The dramatic landscape for which the region 
is known is a product of the geologi cal 
forces that created the Great Rift Valley. 
Africa’s two highest peaks, Kilimanjaro and 
Mount Kenya, are both located here, as are 
the world’s second-largest freshwater lake, 
Lake Victoria, and the world’s second-deep-
est lake, Lake Tanganyika.

Research insight
Frequent land ownership changes and the 
resulting loosely regulated subdivision of 
land coupled with immigration-driven 
demographic growth in the last century 
have had an adverse effect on the sustain-
able use of natural resources, especially 
water. Smallholder agropastoral settle-
ments became the main agents of resource 
degradation and simultaneously the vic-
tims of natural resource limitation and 
degradation as they engaged in survival 
and coping strategies incompatible with 
the prevailing ecological conditions. Stud-
ies have shown that any strategy must 
comprise two main aims: first, to gain 
acceptance for the development of a sus-
tainable water supply; and second, to 
influence or reduce the demand for water. 

Water and natural resources
Managing water is of paramount impor-
tance in drought-prone Kenya. One study 
examined simple water conservation till-
age practices such as mulching, in which a 
protective cover (usually crop residue) is 
placed on the soil to reduce evaporation. 
The study found that this practice has the 
potential to improve crop production by up 
to four times, depending on the seasonal 
rainfall. 

Other research examined approaches for 
achieving ecological sustainability in East 
Africa. To this end, it investigated the de-
velopment priorities of local-level actors 
and local institutions in view of the impor-
tance of the problem of water use and man-
agement. Questions asked included that of 
how institutional arrangements enhance or 
compromise efforts to promote the sus-
tainable use of natural resources.

Drought vulnerability
Droughts and the resulting vulnerability 
of the affected populations is a major 
problem in this partnership region. Man-
aging droughts and their impacts 
(droughts can be cumulative) remain a 

critical challenge to reaching the United 
Nations Millennium Development Goals 
of reducing poverty, attaining food secu-
rity and promoting environmental sus-
tainability. 

Research here looks at ways of reducing 
vulnerability to drought in the agropas-
toral communities of semi-arid areas in 
Kenya, and strengthening household ca-
pacity to deal with livelihood insecurities 
and drought risks. According to NCCR 
North-South research, the dominance of 
maize in the semi-arid farm and market 
systems has led to the neglect of indig-
enous crops like millet and sorghum; 
and this has adversely affected the food 
security of semi-arid areas of the Makueni 
district. 

Application of research
There has been an overwhelming uptake of 
research results from various studies, an 
indication of a high level of acceptance and 
relevance of the research to the region at a 
local, regional and national level. 

For example, the assessment of water 
management information needs contrib-
uted greatly to the implementation of 
water sector reforms in Kenya. NCCR 
North-South study results were also used 
to develop campaign materials for the 
ongoing water awareness campaigns in 
the larger Mt Kenya region, and are be-
ing used as a basis for designing a study 
for a detailed mapping of conflict hot-
spots on water use.

In Tanzania, the analysis of how the Ru-
fiji people managed common property 
resources in pre-colonial times was a 
useful tool in developing instruments to 
help the various actors collaborate on 
the sustainable management of common 
property resources in the Rufiji flood-
plains. 

Flora Kessy 
Senior Researcher 
Ifakara Health Research 
and Development Centre 
(IHRDC) 
Ifakara Town, Tanzania

“Participatory development 
is something with which we 
have had a lot of experience 
in Tanzania.The contact 
with research institutions 
from the North offers us 
new possibilities for dissem-
inating the knowledge we 
have. This helps us reach 
policymakers and provide 
them with the documented 
information they need for 
making sound decisions.” 

“The biggest problem with 
drought is not the intensity, 
but the frequency. People 
need time to recover from 
the effects of a drought and 
to prepare for the next one. 
This requires an organised 
response on the part of 
governments. Provisions 
have to be set aside in ad-
vance. Droughts are a com-
mon and well-known occur-
rence in Africa. There  
is no reason governments 
should be caught unpre-
pared for them.”

Boniface Kiteme 
Regional Coordinator 
East Africa 
Nanyuki, Kenya

Contact
NCCR North-South
East Africa Regional Coordination Office
Centre for Training and Integrated Research 
in Arid and Semi-arid Lands Development 
(CETRAD) P.O.Box 144-10400
Nanyuki, Kenya
Phone: +254 62 313 23
 +254 62 313 28 (secretariat)
Fax:  +254 62 313 23 
E-mail: b.kiteme@africaonline.co.ke
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The Horn of Africa partnership region comprises Ethiopia, 
 Sudan, Somalia, Djibouti and Eritrea. In this volatile region, 
NCCR North-South research focuses on statehood, conflict and 
sustainable land management. 

Horn of
Africa

Specific political, social,  
and economic situations 
require specific forms of 

statehood in order to help 
increase the resilience of 
societies. Water supply in 

Kapoeta, Southern Sudan. 

Politically, the countries of the Horn of 
Africa share a long history of armed con-
flict, including civil and inter-state wars. 
This has led to the massive displacement 
of various population groups both within 
and between the countries.

The Horn of Africa is also one of the most 
food-insecure regions of the world, with 
crop and livestock production often 
hampered by recurrent droughts and 
natural disasters. About 80 per cent of 
the Horn of Africa is classified as arid or 
semi-arid, with large areas of unproduc-
tive land due to natural conditions or 
human-induced environmental degrada-
tion. At the same time, the average pop-
ulation growth rate is one of the highest 
in the world. 

These issues have given rise to the fol-
lowing three main NCCR North-South 
 research themes in the Horn of Africa 
partnership region: statehood, institu-
tions and access to resources; natural 
 resource management, migration and live-
lihoods; and human security and health.

Conflict and statehood
In recent decades, armed conflicts and 
natural disasters have led to a massive 

displacement of people both within and 
between the countries of the Horn of 
 Africa. This has further compounded the 
problems of ethnic divisions that arose 
through the arbitrary creation of national 
boundaries by the former colonial pow-
ers in some countries of the region. 

Given the instability of the political situ-
ation in the region, NCCR North-South 
research places emphasis on issues re-
lated to the concrete processes of nego-
tiating statehood. Of particular interest 
are the questions of decentralising pow-
er and of power-sharing between the 
state and local political forces – and the 
role of civil society and development co-
operation in these processes.

At the start of the programme, research 
focused mainly on understanding the 
root causes of conflict linked to the use 
of water and land resources. To do so, it 
concentrated on the role of local or in-
digenous institutions in conflict manage-
ment on the one hand, and on natural 
resource degradation-related issues on 
the other. During the second phase of 
the programme the direction of research 
has shifted slightly. Drawing on the work 
conducted on environmental conflicts, 
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On the region
The Horn of Africa takes its name from the 
horn-shaped land formation that makes up 
the easternmost part of the African conti-
nent, projecting into the Indian Ocean 
south of the Arabian Peninsula. The term is 
also used to refer to the greater region 
of adjacent countries located at the south-
ern end of the Red Sea and on the Gulf of 
Aden: Sudan, Eritrea, Djibouti, Somalia and 
land-locked Ethiopia. 

Despite highly diverse social, cultural, 
economic and ecological characteristics, 
the countries of the Horn are closely relat-
ed – not only by their geography, but also 
by their history and demography. Political-
ly, they share a long history of armed con-
flict leading to large numbers of displaced 
population groups. 

Didier Péclard 
Coordinator  
Work Package 1
swisspeace 
Bern, Switzerland

“The state is a central actor 
of sustainable development, 
either through its concrete 
actions and interventions, 
or because of its deficiencies, 
its inadequate structures 
and its failure to provide 
basic needs and security to 
its citizens. With our focus 
on ‘negotiating statehood’, 
we intend to provide new, 
empirically based knowl-
edge on current dynamics 
of state formation in Africa 
and South America.” 

“The Nile Basin Initiative 
was aimed at getting the 
Egyptians, the Sudanese 
and the Ethiopians to try 
and understand each oth-
er’s concerns. We supported 
this effort with a series of 
meetings and workshops 
with senior academics – 
knowledgeable persons at 
the level of individual 
 capacity. Then we also held 
workshops that brought 
students from these coun-
tries together. It is they who 
will decide the future.”

Berhanu Debele 
Regional Coordinator 
Horn of Africa 
Addis Abeba, Ethiopia

Research insight
Chat is a stimulant which has been known 
and used by people for over one thousand 
years. Ethiopia and Yemen are the most 
frequently mentioned countries of its 
 origin. Chat is also known as qat or khat; 
the Oromo communitie who are its major 
producers in Ethiopia, call it Jimaa. 

Among chat-growers, the role of the 
 stimulant for religious, socio-cultural and 
labour productivity purposes is still intact. 
Used as an energiser and leisure-time re-
freshment, chat is chewed by different 
categories of people in rural areas as well 
as urban centres, with consumption cross-
cutting gender, religion and socio-cultural 
backgrounds. 

the scope has been broadened to examin-
ing processes of state formation and 
transformation (“negotiating statehood”) 
as well as the role of key commodities 
and the economic sector both in fostering 
and in potentially mitigating conflicts.

Studies are underway on the political 
economy of stimulant crops such as cof-
fee, tea and chat. Researchers are gath-
ering and analysing data in a study look-
ing at the strategies of coffee-producers 
in the face of changing economic, insti-
tutional and political factors.

Natural resources 
Emphasis has also shifted from the issue 
of land degradation and landscape trans-
formation to the management of natural 
resources. In Ethiopia, research was con-
ducted in the Simen Mountains, with the 
main aim of documenting bio-physical 
and socioeconomic changes to the re-
gion since the last study there more than 
a decade ago. According to the findings, 
the region has benefited from the con-
struction of infrastructure such as schools, 

clinics, trails and roads, as well as from 
soil and water conservation measures.

Human security and health
One of the Transversal Package Projects 
underway in this partnership region ex-
amines human security. Workshops with 
multi-stakeholder groups were conduct-
ed to test the methodology used to iden-
tify and analyse human security threats. 

In Ethiopa, the most important human 
insecurity components are health, food, 
and economic insecurities. Health inse-
curity issues are related to HIV/AIDS in 
particular, as well as malaria and tuber-
culosis. Food insecurity is especially crit-
ical in rural areas, with threats often 
caused by natural phenomena such as late 
rainfall, drought and flooding. Economic 
insecurities mainly affect urban areas with 
major threats including inflation, unem-
ployment and a lack of social security pro-
grammes. Each threat is analysed in great 
detail, along with the record of past, cur-
rent and required response measures. 

Other studies are underway on health 
 issues related to HIV/AIDS in this partner-
ship region. In addition, research is being 
conducted on the transmission of tuber-
culosis between humans and animals. 

PAMS
A number of Partnership Actions for Mit-
igating Syndromes (PAMS) have also been 
implemented. The PAMS on water man-
agement in the Nile region, for example, 
came up with innovative strategies and 
approaches on how to deal with conflict 
situations between states. Four Nile Dia-
logue Workshops were held, aimed at en-
hancing understanding among the inter-
est groups in the countries concerned. 
One of the conclusions reached at the 
workshops is that upholding meaning ful 
dialogue is a key aspect to preventing 
the escalation of conflict. 

Contact
NCCR North-South
Horn of Africa Regional Coordination Office
Haile Gebre Selassie Avenue 
W 17 K 13 House No 510
Addis Abeba, Ethiopia 
Phone:  +251 11 663 57 76 
Fax:  +251 11 663 89 55 
E-mail: nccrhorn@ethionet.et
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The Central Asia partnership region comprises Kyrgyzstan, 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. Work in this region 
has been particularly challenging as the highly specialised 
and disciplinary research tradition inherited from the  Soviet 
period did not support integrated approaches, methodolo-
gies and concepts. Since its inception in 2001, efforts by the 
NCCR North-South and its local partners have had a major 
impact on inter-institutional research collaboration within 
the region. 

Central 
Asia

Integrated water manage-
ment is a promising pathway 

to escaping from poverty. 
Private irrigation systems in 
Tash-Bulak Village, Sokuluk 

catchment, Kyrgyzstan.

The Central Asia region has undergone 
tremendous political and socioeconomic 
changes following independence from 
the former Soviet Union in 1991. One of 
the major challenges of working in the 
region was to overcome obstacles in in-
troducing new approaches and method-
ologies such as sustainable development 
or inter- and transdisciplinary research. 
Under the Soviet academic system there 
was a high degree of education and spe-
cialisation, but a lack of integrated think-
ing and cross-institutional and cross-disci-
plinary work. Since the launch of the NCCR 
North-South in 2001, institutional collabo-
ration has increased considerably. 

At the beginning of the programme’s ac-
tivities in the region, research in Central 
Asia was mainly focused on the use and 
management of natural resources, in par-
ticular water and land. During the current 
phase of the project, greater emphasis is 
being placed on the interrelationship of 
natural resources and people, with the 
goal of improving livelihood conditions. 

Among the themes dealt with are natural 
resource management and the role of in-
stitutions in regulating access, and pas-
ture management and livestock systems. 

Changes since independence
The political and socioeconomic changes 
following independence have had impli-
cations for the use of natural resources in 
the region. This has given rise to ques-
tions such as: what effect do these chang-
es have on the livelihood strategies of the 
poor? Research has found that much is 
dependent on whether people own or 
have access to land. This is an issue which 
is in turn also affected by environmental 
dynamics such as climate change. 

Linking a number of different aspects such 
as migration and natural resource man-
agement has become important for a more 
holistic understanding of the region to al-
low more relevant responses. To this end, 
transversal research is underway to try to 
link the various aspects. This has gener-
ated new information and knowledge rel-
evant for development actors, government 
officials and the local population. 

Transversal research 
The Transversal Package Project “Pastoral 
Production Systems” aims to achieve a 
better understanding of pasture use and 
livestock-rearing linked to institutions 
and livelihoods in Central Asia. Field stud-
ies showed an urgent need to improve 



27

Albrecht Schnabel  
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (2)
swisspeace
Bern, Switzerland

“In our multi-stakeholder 
meetings participants feel 
that they are not just the 
objects of our studies – quite 
the contrary: they are the 
analysts, working together in 
exploring threats to the 
sustainable existence of their 
families, neighbourhoods 
and societies. Human securi-
ty as an expression of peo-
ple’s right to be taken seri-
ously by governments and 
international actors clearly 
seems to empower them to 
search for remedies to the 
most important threats.“

“By giving pastoralists video 
equipment to film their 
daily life, they and their 
relatives opened up much 
more than if a camera crew 
had been involved. In this 
way pastoralists were able 
to share their knowledge 
and experiences among one 
another.” 

Mira Arynova 
Regional Coordinator 
Central Asia 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan

specific understanding of pasture condi-
tions and the relationship to livestock 
management at the level of both the vil-
lage administration as well as the indi-
vidual herder. While rental fees per hec-
tare are uniform, pasture productivity 
varies considerably. This has led to a 
situation with potential for conflict, and 
calls for the introduction of incentives 
for more sustainable pasture use.

The Transversal Package Project “Multi-
local Livelihoods” investigated reasons 
for migration and the status of migrants: 
in addition to factors such as search ing 
for a better income, younger men and 
women may migrate for education and to 
escape traditions such as arranged mar-
riages. In order to raise their status at 
home, migrants tend to invest in housing, 
livestock, cars, education and marriage 
expenditures of family members. 

Findings such as these are of relevance in 
formulating possible policy responses. 
Major destinations for labour migrants 
from  rural South Kyrgyzstan are the capi-
tal, Bishkek, as well as Russia and Kazakh-
stan. But despite the high demand for la-
bour in these countries, the majority of 
migrants have a de facto illegal status. 
They are also stigmatised, and exposed 
to health and security risks. This is in stark 

contrast to their work experience in Rus-
sia and Kazakhstan during the Soviet pe-
riod, where a single citizenship and equal 
rights prevailed on Soviet territory. 

Methodologies 
A major innovation was the introduction 
of participatory and integrative research 
approaches and methodologies for local 
PhD and MSc studies, in contrast with 
the former, more top-down and discipli-
nary research schemes applied during 
the Soviet period. 

One example of this was the “integrated 
watershed research approach”, applied 
in the Central Tien Shan mountain range. 
This approach linked individual studies 
in an integrative way and strongly pro-
moted teamwork and mutual support. At 
the same time, the approach reached a 
high explanatory level by using analy-
tical generalisation based on one case 
rather than on multiple cases. In addi-
tion, a thematic and conceptual integra-
tion of all studies from the very begin-
ning allowed for a truly interdisciplinary 
perspective. 

Synergies 
Several new partnerships were estab-
lished by the NCCR North-South, increas-
ing the potential for synergies in foster-
ing a more efficient coordination of 
research and development projects. Many 
local partners expect a stronger impact 
of future development projects by inte-
grating and considering up-to-date re-
search results. In one example, Kyrgyz 
government and parliament representa-
tives are interested in the research results 
on land degradation, for consideration 
while drafting a new law on pasture use. 

A number of research results have been 
translated into concrete policy advice 
and have led to follow-up activities out-
side the NCCR North-South. One exam-
ple of this is the development and launch 
of the new Global Environment Facility 
programme on Sustainable Management 
in the Pamir-Alai mountains of Tajikistan 
and Kyrgyzstan, initiated in cooperation 
with the United Nations Environment 
Programme and UN University.

Contact
NCCR North-South
Central Asia Regional Coordination Office
#36 Oshskaya Street
Bishkek 720035, Kyrgyzstan
Phone:  +996 312 542 346
 +996 312 909 703
Fax:  +996 312 540 573
E-mail: mira@camp.elcat.kg

On the region
A large, landlocked area, Central Asia is 
characterised by highly varied geographic
conditions, including high plateaus and 
mountain regions, extensive deserts and 
grassy, treeless steppes. The main source 
of livelihood is livestock herding and agri-
culture, with some industry in the cities. 
Central Asia has throughout history played 
an important role in relations between Asia 
and Europe. For centuries the regions of 
Central Asia were known in the West as 
transit points along the Silk Road.

Research insight
The de-collectivisation of “state farms” has 
led to a sharp increase in water users in the 
Sokuluk river basin since 1991. This compli-
cates water allocation and distribution – a 
problem which is further aggravated by the 
fact that distribution channels are often 
dilapidated. On average, only 23 per cent of 
the initially abstracted water currently reach-
es its final destination. Analyses show that 
in principle, the available amount of water 
would be sufficient to cover local irrigation 
needs if water were appropriately managed 
using adapted small-scale tech nologies. 
Most of the planning, monitoring and pay-
ment mechanisms implemented during 
Soviet times are still in use today, despite 
being outdated and inadequate. This leads 
to tensions and potential conflicts among 
users and towards the authorities. 
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The South Asia partnership region comprises Nepal and spe-
cific regions in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. In Pakistan, 
the region of focus is the North-West Frontier Province.  
In India, work focuses on Kerala, Maharashtra and Northeast 
India. NCCR North-South research in the South Asia partner-
ship region addresses conflict and centres on the livelihoods 
of marginalised people in the context of globalisation. 

South 
Asia

Meltadi, a village in Nepal. 
Many people migrate from 
villages like this one to the 

Indian capital, Delhi. 

In a workshop held to determine the 
 focus of NCCR North-South research, the 
consensus was that core problems asso-
ciated with syndromes of global change 
are most acute in marginal regions and 
among marginalised people. Since many 
of the marginal areas are mountainous, 
the decision was made to focus research 
in this area, where climatic and environ-
mental conditions pose an additional 
risk in an already precarious economic 
situation. 

At the start of the programme, research 
was led by the objectives of understand-
ing the following: how can marginalised 
people in rural and urban areas improve 
their livelihoods in a sustainable manner, 
and how can their strategies contribute to 
sustainable development? In addition, the 
question is put how marginal people cope 
with the present conflict situation and 
how governments and public policies can 
support these coping strategies further. 

While research is continuing on these ob-
jectives, the research themes have been 
expanded to include questions of access 
and power relations, structural causes of 
inequalities and conflict, and a thorough 
analysis of prevailing state policies. This 

has led to work on the following three 
themes: livelihood realities of the poor; 
environment and resource management; 
and governance and institutions. 

Research groups
The core research interest in Nepal is to 
understand and analyse different rural 
livelihood strategies in marginalised  areas 
with their urban links. This also involves 
identifying related institutions that sup-
port or hamper efforts of the poor to se-
cure the means for improving their lives. 
This core theme was approached by study-
ing the following: the effects of nature 
conservation on livelihoods; migration 
and rural livelihoods; livelihoods of mar-
ginal communities in peri-urban areas; 
and the analysis of conflict transforma-
tion and peace-building.

In Pakistan, the research group focuses on 
livelihood constraints and alternatives for 
people living in the highlands and adjoin-
ing lowland regions of Northwest Paki-
stan. Special attention is paid to the rap-
idly changing role of local and  national 
institutions under the pressures of globali-
sation and, as in Nepal, to examining what 
effect these institutions have on efforts 
of the poor to improve their livelihoods.



29

On the region
South Asia is a geopolitical term for the 
countries of the Indian subcontinent and 
their immediate neighbours. This includes 
India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Nepal, Bhutan, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and the Maldives. 

Geographically, the term is used to apply 
to the peninsular region south of the Hima-
layas and Karakoram and east of the Hindu 
Kush – mountain ranges formed by the 
collision of the Indian and Eurasian tectonic 
plates. 

Susan Thieme 
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (3) 
Development Study Group 
Zurich	(DSGZ)
University	of	Zurich 
Zurich,	Switzerland

“Migration can help reduce 
the risks of seasonality, 
harvest failure and food 
shortages. It can also pro-
vide access to a medical 
infrastructure and to educa-
tion. Because the legal sta-
tus of immigrants is often 
so insecure, they are highly 
vulnerable when there are 
sudden economic or political 
changes. There is only a 
very thin line that separates 
being able to survive from 
suddenly being no longer 
able to do so.” 

“One of the biggest chal-
lenges is helping to provide 
the disenfranchised with a 
political voice. The Dalit 
community is socially ex-
cluded in Nepal. These are 
the ‘untouchables’ in the 
Hindu caste system. The 
local elites ignore them 
completely. That is why we 
developed a project to give 
them access to members of 
the national Parliament and 
political parties, people who 
could, in turn, use their 
position to influence the 
local elites.”

Bishnu Raj Upreti 
Regional Coordinator 
South Asia 
Kathmandu, Nepal

In the South Indian state of Kerala, the 
institutional setting within which people 
construct their livelihoods has under-
gone enormous changes. The research 
group in this area focuses on coping with 
change – examining the effects of decen-
tralisation and economic globalisation 
on rural livelihoods. This includes look-
ing at tribal livelihoods and the diversifi-
cation of groups such as rubber small-
holders.  

Research in North-West India focuses on 
the forms and causes of conflicts be-
tween indigenous people and settlers in 
frontier areas and develops strategies 
for their transformation. It also looks at 
the interface between national and state-
level policy environments, colonisation 
and indigenous collective action. 

Dialogue
Researchers within the partnership region 
have been innovative in testing options 
that can add value to and cope with insti-
tutional and structural debates. 

Experiences in the South Asia partner-
ship region have prompted NCCR North-
South participants to call for a clear defi-
nition of the role of researchers: they are 
to produce intellectual “food for thought”, 
which then serves not as “policy advice” 
in the old-fashioned way, but can be 
 offered as starting points for stimulating 
a dialogue with a whole range of stake-
holders involved. 

Researchers have found that the daily 
lives of poor people in this region tend 
to be influenced by patron – client rela-
tionships and unequal power structures. 
For this reason, there is a need for analy-
sis of the role of the local elite and state 
actors. In addition, researchers here have 
found that findings can contribute to poli-
cy change only when they are debated in 
suitable platforms to foster a constructive 
dialogue among different stakeholders. 

One of the important lessons learnt from 
the existing institutional and structural 
setup in the South Asia partnership region 
is that engaging in new concepts, perspec-
tives and implementing collaborative ini-
tiatives is a slow and evolutionary process 
and requires continuous efforts and com-
mitment. The constant backstopping and 
support at both material and knowledge/
skills levels from Northern and Southern 
senior researchers are the crucially impor-
tant basis for developing Southern and 
Northern capacity.

Research insight
Poverty, unemployment, declining natural 
resources and civil unrest have caused 
migration to become an increasingly im-
portant livelihood strategy of many South 
Asian people. In the case of the marginal-
ised area of Far West Nepal, impoverish-
ment, food shortages, indebtedness, social 
discrimination and a lack of infrastructure 
have led to large-scale labour migration 
that has continued for generations. Usually 
people leave for neigh bouring India, while 
migration to other areas such as the Gulf 
States is a more recent phenomenon. In 
most cases, men seek work in Delhi, leav-
ing their families in Nepal. 

The importance of migration is often under-
estimated, as it is a complex process and 
poses a number of challenges. Migrants 
face a life between two worlds: their ‘home 
society’ and the ‘society of arrival’, both of 
which have different rules and regulations. 
For this reason the category ‘household’ 
must be understood not as a residential 
unit but as a tight network of exchanges of 
support, pooling goods and services be-
tween different countries. Within this trans-
national social space, mainly kin-based 
networks are formed, and gender and caste 
relations are transformed.

While labour migration has the potential of 
benefiting the families involved, it can also 
perpetuate debt and dependency.

Contact
NCCR North-South
South Asia Regional Coordination Office
Intercooperation/NSCFP building, 
 Ekantakuna, Jawalakhel
GPO Box: 910
Kathmandu, Nepal
Phone:  +977 1 555 4756 
 +977 1 500 0053
Fax:  +977 1 554 7756 
E-mail: bupreti@nccr.wlink.com.np
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The Southeast Asia partnership region comprises Thailand, 
Laos, Vietnam, the Yunnan Province in China, Cambodia and 
Myanmar. NCCR North-South research is carried out in the 
Greater Mekong Subregion and focuses on sanitation, 
 livelihoods and environment.

Southeast 
Asia

Polluted surface waters pose 
an increasing problem for 
river-villages such as this 

one in Bangkok. The causes 
of pollution include sewage 
drainage and run-off from 

chemical fertilisers.

A region of emerging economies, South-
east Asia gives rise to a different type of 
challenge than that faced in some of NCCR 
North-South’s other partnership regions. 
Most of the countries of Southeast Asia 
have shown high rates of economic growth 
in recent years. However, the distribution 
of wealth remains one of the most impor-
tant social challenges in the region. Given 
the continuing rapid expansion of the 
population, the more vulnerable groups 
face a growing risk of marginalisation. 

Economic growth has also placed in-
creased pressure on the region’s natural 
resources. Deforestation, soil degrada-
tion and pollution of water resources 
have emerged as the key environmental 
and public health issues. 

The three main NCCR North-South re-
search themes in South Asia are the 
 following: environmentally sustainable 
sanitation for reducing the disease bur-
den; multi-level stakeholder processes  
to help define coping strategies; and liveli-
hoods and environment from various 
perspectives.

Environmental sanitation
The current main focus of NCCR North-
South activities in Southeast Asia is on  
research on better environmental sanita-
tion. This and improving urban water 
supply are also decisive elements to-
wards achieving the targets set by the 
United Nations Millennium Development 
Goals. 

In the early stages of the programme, re-
search on technical aspects of environ-
mental sanitation resulted in the develop-
ment of technologies for the decentralised 
treatment of wastewater and faecal sludge. 
These systems were taken up by environ-
mental authorities, partly included in na-
tional standards and codes, and imple-
mented in several projects in Thailand and 
Vietnam. At the same time, emphasis was 
put on the development of innovative 
waste management systems that can be 
adapted to local needs and means.

Since the main goal of environmental san-
itation is to reduce the health burden for 
the entire population, an additional dimen-
sion of research was added during the 
course of the programme: that of health 
and social aspects of sustainability. 
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On the region
Southeast Asia is the term used to refer to 
those Asian countries located to the south 
of China and the east of India. It consists of 
two main geographic regions: the Asian 
mainland and the islands and archipelagos 
lying between Asia and Australia. With the 
exception of the mountain areas in the 
north, Southeast Asia has a mainly tropical 
climate, with heavy rainfall. 

The Mekong is one of the world’s largest 
rivers, draining an area of some 795,000 
square kilometers. Rising in Tibet, it 
traverses the Yunnan province in China, 
Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and 
Vietnam before emptying into the South 
China Sea. The Mekong forms a large part 
of the border between Thailand and the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Extreme 
seasonal variations in flow, as well as 
numerous falls and rapids, make naviga-
tion of the river extremely difficult. 
 Because of this, the Mekong has historically 
divided rather than united the people living 
in the region. 

Andreas Heinimann 
Coordinator  
Work Package 4 
Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE)  
University of Bern 
Bern, Switzerland

“Politicians need facts on 
which to base decisions. 
Unfortunately, these often 
consist of single case studies 
which are then generalised. 
For example, a study on 
land use changes in a par-
ticular village in Vietnam 
may be quoted a few times, 
and later taken to be repre-
sentative of land use  
change processes in the 
whole country.”

“Environmental sanitation is 
one of the most severe prob-
lems in our region. We need 
approaches to environmental 
sanitation that do not pose 
health risks and that are 
suited to our situation. We 
can’t just adopt the systems 
used in the urban centres of 
the North, in London, New 
York or Zurich. Maintaining 
Swiss standards is very ex-
pensive. We need low-cost 
systems and that means 
getting involved with the 
local people in order to find 
local solutions.”

Thammarat Koottatep 
Regional Coordinator 
Southeast Asia 
Pathumthani, Thailand

Poverty and environment
Is it possible to detect typical patterns of 
environmental degradation and related 
welfare or poverty, or vice versa? Empiri-
cal and methodological insights gained 
through studies on land cover change 
and natural resources in the Lower Me-
kong Basin may help provide answers to 
questions such as these.

One example is deforestation, which, de-
spite logging bans in place, remains the 
dominant and most disturbing form of 
land cover change across the Lower Me-
kong Basin. Assuming that deforestation 
rates remain stable, the forest cover will 
be reduced by more than half – to below 
16% – by the year 2100. With its effect on 

the hydrological cycle, the reduction in 
forest cover in the Lower Mekong Basin 
will have unpredictable consequences 
for the livelihoods of millions of people. 
Secondary forests and shrubby vegeta-
tion types show by far the highest level 
of human interference. Considering the 
ecological value of these vegetation types, 
as well as their significance for the liveli-
hoods of the rural population in the Ba-
sin, ensuring the sustainable manage-
ment of the areas concerned is of vital 
importance.

Potentials
Studies demonstrated the inadequacy of 
current environmental sanitation prac-
tices in Southeast Asia and the ecologi-
cal impact of these practices. As a result, 
research in the partnership region fo-
cused on the development of tools and 
technologies which enabled an assess-
ment and mitigation of the problems of 
current practices. 

Given the high investments required for 
these systems, environmental sanitation 
services provision in low-income coun-
tries is mostly limited to high-density 
and high-income urban centres, whereas 
peri-urban and low-income areas remain 
unserved. Waterborne and sanitation- 
related diseases are still widespread in 
Southeast Asia, also as a result of the 
widespread practice of using contami-
nated surface water and untreated waste 
products in agriculture. 

Before innovations in environmental sani-
tation can be introduced on a large scale, 
it is essential to determine the potential 
and limitations of these innovations in a 
specific context. A methodology was 
adapted and applied to the Chinese city 
of Kunming. Results indicate that China 
has the potential to become one of the 
most interesting and productive sites for 
the development of decentralised waste-
water treatment alternatives. 

Contact
NCCR North-South
Southeast Asia Regional Coordination Office
School of Environment, Resources and 
 Development
Asian Institute of Technology
P.O. Box 4 Klong Laung
Pathumthani 12120, Thailand
Phone:  +66 2 524 61 88 
 +66 2 524 56 42 (secretariat) 
Fax:  +66 2 524 56 25
E-mail: thamarat@ait.ac.th

Research insight
In one study, a Mathematical Material Flow 
Analysis (MMFA) was applied as an alterna-
tive approach to conventional river water 
quality models. Applied to analyse river 
water pollution, MMFA makes it possible to 
trace pollution flows and their transforma-
tions, from their input into the system 
through waste production, separation and 
treatment to their output as a product or 
discharge into receiving water bodies. In 
this way, the perspective is widened to get 
an overview of the river system and to 
understand the origins and the main proc-
esses involved in the chain of nutrient 
pollution generation. 

Case studies are carried out in the Thachin 
River Basin in central Thailand to investi-
gate the potentials and limitations of the 
MMFA approach as a basis for river water 
quality remediation in developing and 
transition countries.  
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The  Caribbean and Central America partnership region 
 comprises Costa Rica, Cuba, the Dominican Republic,  
El Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, Mexico, Cuba and Venezuela. 
NCCR North-South research in this partnership region 
 centres primarily on issues related to livelihood strategies 
and the effects of urbanisation.

 Caribbean  
& Central 
America 

An increasing number of 
people live under conditions 

of social exclusion. Street 
scene in Ouanaminthe, a 

Haitian town on the border 
with the Dominican Republic. 

Challenges to sustainable development 
in the Caribbean and Central America 
 region are typical of those faced in many 
parts of the developing world in the cur-
rent age of globalisation: unbalanced eco-
nomic growth with increasing income 
disparities; unplanned urbanisation and 
industrialisation; marginalisation of the 
poor; rapid population growth and the 
resulting environmental pressures; and 
conflicts over natural resources. 

A particular problem is the economic de-
pendence on remittances sent by legal 
and illegal migrants living in the United 
States. 

The core challenge in this partnership 
region is to identify and promote the po-
tential for innovation, empower people 
and promote social practices contribut-
ing to the mitigation of the effects of glo-
bal change.

Research is coordinated around three cen-
tral themes: social exclusion, inner bor-
ders and fragmentation; poverty, liveli-
hoods and migration; and local strategies, 
environmental governance and  conflict 
management.

Social exclusion
Here the focus is on providing innovative 
and empowering social practices to miti-
gate the impacts of new forms of social 
exclusion and new inner borders. This in-
cludes examining the increased vulnera-
bility of the urban poor population due to 
deficient environmental sanitation serv-
ices. Research is also conducted on the 
role of violence and insecurity, and the 
negative impact of globalisation on iden-
tity-building. At a transversal research 
level, the focus is on innovative approach-
es to urban planning. 

Two studies looked at the border be-
tween Haiti and the Dominican Republic. 
This border was recently economically 
opened, but since this opening was al-
most exclusively guided by the market 
and by commercial interests, it is possible 
to speak of a “fragmented opening”. The 
opening has also shaped the spatial and 
social development of the border towns. 
While links have been established be-
tween the towns, these are mainly func-
tional, with neither a feeling of belonging 
together nor a bi-national urban space. 
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On the region
The Caribbean and Central America region, 
sometimes also referred to as  Middle  
America, coincides roughly with the area 
known in pre-Columbian archaeology as 
Mesoamerica. 

It comprises some 25 countries with coast-
lines on the Caribbean Sea. These include 
the large mainland countries of Mexico in 
the north and Columbia and Venezuela in 
the south; the islands of the Caribbean; 
and the Central American nations of the 
isthmus that links North and South America, 
separating the Caribbean from the Pacific 
Ocean. The total population of the region is 
estimated at approximately 240 million 
inhabitants.

Research insight
Few borders exist which separate two 
countries as disparate as Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic. Both share the territo-
ry of the Island of Hispaniola, but have 
undergone a profound process of differen-
tiation rooted in the colonial division of the 
island between France and Spain. 

In spite of prejudices which are still preva-
lent, cross-border relations are frequent, if 
only for largely economic reasons. There 
are busy bi-national markets in the border 
towns of both countries, creating a local 
dynamic of their own. However, the in-
creasing dependence of each border town 
on the other has also accentuated the 
existing unbalanced relationship between 
each town. For a growing number of Hai-
tians, it is of existential importance to 
cross over to the border town of Dajabón 
in the Dominican Republic. They do so to 
seek income, health care and education, 
despite latent racism and mistreatment. In 
contrast, the majority of Dajabón residents 
do not need to cross the river to make a 
living. Most of them have never been to 
Ouanaminthe, the Haitian border town, and 
consider it out of control and dangerous.

Contact
NCCR North-South
Caribbean and Central America   
Regional Coordination Office
Facultad Latinoamericana en Ciencias 
 Sociales (FLACSO-CR)
Urbanización El Prado, Curridabat 
1000 San José, Costa Rica
Phone:  +506 222 480 59 ext 122  
 +506 222 480 59 (secretariat)
Fax:  +506 225 342 89 
E-mail: mperez@flacso.or.cr 

Migration
Under the theme of poverty, livelihoods 
and migration, NCCR North-South re-
search focuses on social responses be-
yond strategies of survival. The emphasis 
is on economic, social, cultural and politi-
cal activities taking place between nations 
and regions. For example, where new 
livelihoods are emerging along borders 
of different countries, the need arises for 
people to integrate the networks neces-
sary for their livelihoods by crossing the 
border. An analysis of local  arrangements 
and their impact on livelihoods in the re-
gion takes place in the NCCR North-South 
research area of Livelihood Options and 
Poverty. 

One study in Western Mexico looked at 
land use changes and their causes. In 
this context, the impact of remittances 
– that is, money sent home from mi-
grants abroad – was examined. The im-
pact of these remittances was found to 
be variable, depending on a number of 
factors. In half of all households studied, 
at least one family member was a mi-
grant in the US, with remittances account-
ing for 45 per cent of the total household 
income. A third of these migrant house-
holds, in turn, invested remittances in 
land, livestock, agricultural production 
and house construction – all of which are 
investments leading to land use changes. 

Public policies
At the level of public policies, natural and 
built environment and the management 
of conflicts, the emphasis is on the spatial 
dimension in livelihood struggles and the 
analysis of rural –  urban relations. New 
forms of local governance and local an-
swers to global problems will be exam-
ined in order to be better equipped to 
face the impact of globalisation in terms 
of increasing territorial vulnerability, en-
vironmental risks and disasters. 

Research here has examined how actors in 
rural and urban areas use and/or manage 
natural resources, and how this results in 
the transformation of space and influences 
sustainable regional development. 

Eight municipalities in the Ayuquila wa-
tershed in Mexico were studied, with a 
variety of actors whose social practices 
differed in their degrees of sustainabili-
ty. In one case, results showed that at 
the local level, despite being rich in wa-
ter resources, the municipality in ques-
tion did not manage to provide a good 
quality potable water service. As water 
distribution is irregular, households are 
forced to resort to practices such as stor-
age and finding alternative water sources. 
An analysis of these results has shown 
that important changes must take place 
in order to reinforce the decentralisation 
already in place. 

Yves Pedrazzini 
Senior Researcher 
Laboratory of Urban 
Sociology (LaSUR) 
Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology Lausanne (EPFL) 
Lausanne, Switzerland

“Urban violence is a phe-
nomenon as well known in 
the North as it is in the 
South. Are the motivations 
and behaviour of gangs in 
Mexico City’s poor quarters 
essentially different from 
those of their counterparts 
in Los Angeles or the sub-
urbs of Paris? Is there some 
way for them to put their 
energy to less destructive 
use?” 

“Income disparities are only 
one aspect of the poverty 
syndrome. Equally impor-
tant is its exclusion effect. 
Poverty blocks the entry of 
the poor into the broader 
community, making their 
own individual advance-
ment difficult, if not impos-
sible. One solution is in the 
development of social net-
works. This might be one of 
the most important factors 
in overcoming the inner 
social power divide.”

Marian Perez  
Regional Coordinator      
Caribbean &  
Central America  
San José, Costa Rica
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The South America partnership region comprises Bolivia, Peru 
and Argentina. NCCR North-South research activities  focus 
primarily on issues of governance, as related to questions of 
citizenship, social movements, decentralisation, environmen-
tal risks to urban populations and biodiversity.

South 
America

“Marcha Eco Solidaria”: 
 women take to the streets of 
La Paz, Bolivia, to show their 

support for fair trade.

The countries in this partnership region 
have undergone a number of changes in 
the past decades. After the return to 
democratic political systems at the end 
of the 1980s, Peru, Bolivia and Argentina 
practised neo-liberal policies. It was in 
this framework that various types of de-
centralisation to the municipal and local 
levels began to take place. 

The economic crisis at the start of the 
new century brought high rates of unem-
ployment and the emergence of social 
movements which led to new forms of 
collective action by workers, peasants 
and urban dwellers. In addition, there 
are dangers presented by environmental 
hazards, conflicts over access and con-
trol of natural resources, the erosion of 
indigenous institutions and the loss of 
biological diversity. 

Attempts at understanding these issues 
have led to the following main lines of 
research: social movements, decentrali-
sation and citizenship; urban risks; and 
the governance of biodiversity and pro-
tected areas.

Social movements
The first line of research grew out of at-
tempts to understand the problems that 
the countries in this partnership region 
faced during their economic woes. 

A number of research topics are under-
way in Argentina which highlight the 
problems in an urban context. The eco-
nomic crisis, unemployment and increas-
ing poverty and inequalities all resulted 
in new forms of collective action. Re-
search in Argentina includes analyses of 
the social movement of unemployed 
people and the workers of recovered 
 factories. These are factories which were 
abandoned by their owners following 
bankruptcy and which were subsequently 
taken over by the workers and members 
of the unemployed movement. These “self-
managed” factories became an impor-
tant means for preventing the workers 
from falling into poverty during the severe 
period of financial collapse of Argentina. 

In Bolivia, researchers have focused on 
the issue of decentralisation and its effect 
on citizens’ rights. In rural areas, decen-
tralisation has led to a modification of 
traditional forms of action by peasant 
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On the region
The continent of South America is charac-
terised by vast geographic and biological 
diversity. This is mirrored by wide diver-
gences in the social, cultural, political and 
economic conditions that prevail. Com-
pared with other parts of the world, coun-
tries in South America show some of the 
most extreme discrepancies between the 
living standards of the rich and poor. 

The discovery of the Americas by Christo-
pher Columbus in 1492 was followed by an 
extended period of colonisation aimed at 
exploiting the continent’s rich natural re-
sources. A degree of political independence 
was attained by most South American 
countries in the 19th century. Nevertheless, 
they remained largely subject to the eco-
nomic domination of Europe and, later, the 
United States. In the late 20th century, 
South America was a central battlefield in 
the Cold War, creating political and eco-
nomic instability throughout the region. In 
a number of countries this resulted in 
takeovers of the political institutions by the 
military. 

Since the 1980s most countries have 
adopted democratic forms of government. 
The high level of public debt in many coun-
tries led to a period of obligatory economic 
liberalisation. Since the beginning of the 
21st century, voters in South America have 
shown a marked preference for proponents 
of strong social policies and for leaders 
highly critical of neo-liberalist economic 
tendencies. 

Research insight
Despite the fact that women often make up 
the majority of members in the unemployed 
workers’ organisations, research has shown 
that they have very little access to roles of 
leadership. In addition, a gender perspective 
is not included in public policies directed at 
unemployed or poor workers. 

Contact
NCCR North-South
South America Regional Coordination Office
Edificio Arco Iris Dep. 1C
Av. A. Padilla - Esq. E. Camacho
Cochabamba, Bolivia
Phone/Fax: +591 4 448 50 73
E-mail: mdelafuente@supernet.com.bo

and/or indigenous organisations, as these 
groups have had to adapt to new regula-
tions. Indigenous people and peasants 
can now elect their municipal authorities, 
and can themselves be elected as author-
ities. They have developed successful 
strategies that have enabled them to take 
control of several municipal governments. 
Through participation and participative 
planning processes, the voice of these 
groups once excluded from public man-
agement is beginning to be heard. 

Urban risks
In the Bolivian political capital, La Paz, 
research was conducted on the popula-
tion’s perception of natural and social 
risks. Many poor people in La Paz live in 
what would generally be regarded as 
precarious situations, with a constant 
threat of landslides and flash floods. 

However, according to the studies, the 
population does not necessarily consider 
these risks as a problem. 

Reasons for this may include attempts to 
maintain the price of housing, or the fact 
that they have always lived with this risk 
and therefore do not regard it as unusual. 
As the members of the population with a 
low income are mainly concerned with 
satisfying their immediate needs, they do 
not see their situation of living in high-
risk areas as a primary concern. 

The complexity of this situation makes it 
necessary to develop a holistic under-
standing of the context and the social 
conditions in which risk-exposed people 
live, think and make decisions. The peo-
ple’s perceptions cannot be explained 
with a single approach; researchers have to 
draw on concepts from various social sci-
ences: psychology, anthropology, sociolo-
gy, economics, politics and philosophy.

Biodiversity governance
Another sector in which the state and so-
cial movements intersect is in the field of 
natural resource management, in partic-
ular regarding the national parks and 
protected areas. 

In Peru, for example, a case study in the 
lowlands showed that the establishment 
of protected areas was welcomed by the 
indigenous population as it allowed them, 
on the one hand, to have their territory of-
ficially recognised and, on the other, gave 
them the means to defend themselves 
against illegal logging on their land. 

In Bolivia a different picture emerged. 
Here, the indigenous farmers rejected 
the creation of protected areas as an 
 unwelcome intervention into their au-
tonomy regarding the management of 
their historic territories. They stated the 
following requirements: autonomy to 
manage their own areas, and invest-
ments from the government in infra-
structure such as roads, schools and 
health care. In return, they would main-
tain land use based on traditional prac-
tices with a view to promoting greater 
sustainability in the management of their 
biodiversity. 

Claudia	Zingerli
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (8)
Development Study Group 
Zurich	(DSGZ) 
University	of	Zurich 
Zurich,	Switzerland

“The NCCR North-South 
network brings together 
many people who collabo-
rate and work together in 
new ways. Its innovative 
research partnership 
 approach does not prevent 
the need for critical reflec-
tion on the research and 
working conditions. We need 
to make sure that unequal 
power relations in the  
North – South dialogue are 
not unconsciously perpetu-
ated in our joint research 
activities.”

“The combination of re-
search and practice makes 
it possible to fully realise 
the benefits of participatory 
development. The introduc-
tion of  advanced geoinfor-
mation technologies com-
pletely changes the equation 
of the Indians of Peru in 
their struggle to identify 
and lay claim to their land.”

Manuel De La Fuente 
Regional Coordinator 
South America 
Cochabamba, Bolivia
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The Swiss Alps partnership region concentrates on high- 
 Alpine areas, which includes the Jungfrau-Aletsch-Bietschhorn 
UNESCO World Heritage Site. The extent to which Switzerland’s 
experience may or may not be applicable to the challenges 
faced in developing and transition countries forms the main 
focus of NCCR North-South research in the Alps.  Research 
themes  examined in the Swiss Alps are now also  being ex-
tended to other parts of Switzerland. 

Swiss
Alps

A line visible on the side of 
the mountain shows to what 

extent the Aletsch Glacier 
has receded. The glacier 

currently recedes by up to 
50 metres a year. 

The Swiss Alps partnership region has a 
slightly different position than the other 
regions within the conceptual framework 
of the NCCR North-South. It fulfils the 
important role of providing a basis for 
exchange and mutual learning with other 
partnership regions. 

In addition to their geological impor-
tance, the Alps are also an integral part 
of Switzerland’s cultural landscape. The 
highly glaciated segment of the Alps 
known as the Jungfrau-Aletsch-Bietsch-
horn provides a particularly useful mod-
el for the study of human adaptation to 
environmental extremes and climatic 
transition. The interplay of economic 
factors with cultural values and conser-
vation issues has long been a central fac-
tor in the development of the Swiss Alps, 
where agriculture, forestry, tourism and 
trade are the mainstays of local liveli-
hoods. 

The Swiss experience in coming to terms 
with a challenging natural environment 
is that of an ongoing effort to preserve a 
delicate balance between the interests of 
environmental conservation and those 
of human development. It offers a point 

of departure for research exchange and 
partnership with developing and transi-
tion countries in the domain of sustain-
able development.

Initially, the activities in the Swiss Alps 
region focused on the part of the Alps 
which was declared a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 2001. The location of the 
research has since been extended to in-
clude other parts of Switzerland, if the 
projects are relevant to one of the three 
lines of research under study. These are: 
monitoring, planning and decision-mak-
ing in the interplay of development and 
conservation; discourses on nature in 
 actor strategies and multi-stakeholder 
negotiations; and sustainable regional 
development as a theme for internation-
al exchange and mutual learning.

World Heritage 
World Heritage Sites are considered sites 
of outstanding universal value from the 
point of view of science, aesthetics and 
conservation. For NCCR North-South re-
search in the Swiss Alps, a central ques-
tion is how to protect a region which is 
used by a number of different people, 
from the inhabitants to winter sports 
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On the region
The Swiss Alps are home to the largest and 
longest glacier in western Eurasia: the 
Aletsch Glacier. In recognition of its out-
standing features, the Jungfrau-Aletsch-
 Bietschhorn region was designated a World 
Heritage Site by UNESCO in 2001. 

Research insight
Switzerland may not necessarily spring to 
mind at the mention of nomads. But a 
certain form of nomadic pastoralism does 
exist in Switzerland and the lessons learnt 
from managing it may also be applied to 
nomadic communities in places as far 
afield as West Africa and Central Asia. The 
Swiss version takes the form of seasonal 
migration to higher pastures. The farmers 
involved usually belong to a pasture coop-
erative (“Alpgenossenschaft”), which en-
sures the management of the alps and the 
pastures on which the farmers’ livestock 
graze during the summer. The cooperatives 
also provide support such as the transport 
of milk as well as keeping farmers in-
formed of new developments by organis-
ing courses and excursions. 

The Swiss Alpine region is also character-
ised by a long and deeply rooted tradition 
of direct democracy which has helped in 
planning and managing natural resources. 
For this reason experiences here can inspire 
other areas to put in place regulations and 
mechanisms for sustainable resource man-
agement and access to markets. 

Contact
NCCR North-South
Swiss Alps Regional Coordination Office
Centre for Development and Environment
University of Bern
Hallerstrasse 10 
3012 Bern, Switzerland
Phone:  +41 31 631 54 60  
 +41 31 631 52 72 (secretariat)
Fax:  +41 31 631 85 44
E-mail: astrid.wallner@cde.unibe.ch

 enthusiasts. Ensuring the sustainable de-
velopment of the region has become of 
primary importance, not least because 
of the responsibility to preserve a World 
Heritage Site for coming generations. 

The core question in this region is to 
what extent the local population can 
steer their own development. As a unique 
site of great geological importance, the 
region must be protected. As an area 
where in the last century traditional agri-
cultural activities have given way to 
 industrial developments and tourism in-
terests, ensuring the sustainable devel-
opment of the region has become more 
important than ever. The NCCR North-
South played a major role in elaborating 
a management plan for the Jungfrau-
Aletsch-Bietschhorn World Heritage Site. 
 
A book on this World Heritage Site was 
published (in German) in 2007, covering 
topics such as geology, glaciology, hy-
drology, natural risks, regional economy 
and the institutional framework. The 
book highlights the relationship between 
development and conservation which 
can also be found in other protected 
 areas, and thereby contributes to the 

 discussion on future management con-
cepts for protected areas. The book will 
be available in English in 2009.

Extending research elsewhere
While research initially concentrated on 
the high-Alpine region, the second phase 
of the programme saw possibilities to 
extend the research to elsewhere in Swit-
zerland. There are currently three projects 
underway examining the second research 
theme in the three-lakes region on the 
Swiss plateau.

One of these projects examines the im-
plementation of soil protection from the 
perspective of a social learning and ne-
gotiation process between farmers, re-
searchers and experts in public adminis-
tration. For example, the decision by a 
farmer to apply a new technology such 
as no-tillage (growing crops without dis-
turbing the soil through tillage) repre-
sents a major cultural change and not 
just a simple change of method. A lack of 
social learning processes may be ex-
plained by a number of factors including 
differing perspectives and interests; lack-
ing possibilities for interaction; or a lack 
of acceptance of farmers’ knowledge. 

Links to the South
The role of the Swiss Alps partnership 
region is also to act as a link to partner-
ship regions elsewhere in the world. This 
enables researchers from the South – in 
this case, from Kyrgyzstan, Central Asia 
and Mali in West Africa – to come to 
 Switzerland and conduct research here. 
One of the topics under study is pastoral-
ism and how lessons learnt from the Swiss 
approach can be applied elsewhere. 

Experiences in the Swiss Alps will also 
serve in comparative studies with Alaska 
and Africa. The studies will compare nat-
ural resource-based livelihoods in these 
areas and how they adapt to socio- 
ecological changes.

Bassirou Bonfoh 
Transversal Package 
Project Leader (5) 
Swiss Centre for Scientific 
Research in Côte d’Ivoire  
Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

“We are interested in differ-
ent experiences of nomadic 
pastoralism, such as in 
Switzerland. In Mali, in spite 
of a number of unsuccessful 
attempts  before us, we 
wanted to contribute to 
pastoral  development by 
promoting the local dairy 
sector. It’s a model that 
worked for both the trans-
humant and the sedentary 
population around cities in 
semi-arid regions. Now we 
are testing it in other parts 
of the Sahel.”

“Participation of local stake-
holders is an approach 
often used in development 
projects in the South. Les-
sons learnt from this ap-
proach can also be applied 
in the North. Getting shop-
keepers, hotel owners, trail 
guides, tourist agents and 
environmentalists to know 
and to appreciate each 
other’s interests and to 
discuss conflicting views is 
not a simple task – but it is 
an important step in mak-
ing sustainable regional 
development projects work.” 

Astrid Wallner 
Regional Coordinator 
Swiss Alps 
Bern, Switzerland
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Education and  Training

The NCCR North-South bases its activities on the premise that researchers 
need to adapt their skills to fit the problems they investigate. This calls for  
a combination of disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary method-
ologies. It also requires that experienced researchers, no less than students, 
both from the North and from the South, learn new ways of thinking, new 
ways of organising their research and new ways of presenting it. 

The novelty and complexity of the NCCR North-
South approach presents researchers who join the 
programme with a number of daunting challenges. 
Members of the team come from over 40 countries 
in Asia, Africa, Latin America, North America and 
 Europe. Together they represent more than 20 sci-
entific disciplines. This cultural and academic di-
versity makes high demands on the flexibility of all 
participants and on their willingness and ability to 
work  together towards a common goal. In order to 
facilitate this process of integration and exchange, 
the NCCR North-South puts emphasis on education 
and training activities. 

Basic training and regular supervision
While interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity are 
the most prominent features of the NCCR North-South 
approach, the scientific foundations of the pro-
gramme require a high degree of competence in the 
traditional academic disciplines as well. Through our 
partner institutions, both students and more ad-
vanced researchers have access to individualised 
training and guidance. This helps ensure that they 
have the theoretical and methodological skills need-
ed to work in the discipline or combination of disci-
plines involved in their research. 

Regional and integrated training courses 
In order to help further interdisciplinary communica-
tion and cooperation between researchers, the NCCR 
North-South conducts thematic and methodological 
training courses that combine workshops with field 
encounters. These courses are either regional or inte-
grated: the regional courses group those people 
working in the same geographic region, while the in-
tegrated courses involve participants from different 
parts of the world. 

The meetings offer an important opportunity for re-
searchers to enhance their skills in their own areas of 
specialisation and to familiarise themselves with work 
in other related fields. In addition, the workshops held 
during these meetings give the participants the op-
portunity to share their findings in an interdisciplinary 
setting – an exercise which helps them improve their 
communication skills with those who are not familiar 
with their terminology. Field encounters serve to con-
nect the researchers with other members of society. 
The courses also reinforce contacts between the North 
and the South and, perhaps even more importantly, 
help extend and strengthen South – South research 
cooperation networks. The courses are supplemented 
by web-based knowledge sharing and distance learn-
ing tools available to all team members.

“The researchers of the NCCR North-South are working in uncharted academic 
territory. The novelty of our approach presents us with an extraordinary chal-
lenge: developing a methodological framework for practical, high-quality transdis-
ciplinary research based on our own experience in case studies. For this to work, 
everyone involved in the programme has to learn new ways of thinking. For some 
this means adapting to the rigours of strict disciplinary scientific investigation, for 
others it means learning to accept and deal with alternative forms of knowledge.”

Karl Herweg
Education and Training Coordinator

The long-term objective of the NCCR North-South is 
to establish a permanent foundation for advanced 
sustainable development research. In order to 
achieve this goal, the NCCR North-South is working 
to strengthen existing research capacities in this 
area, and to establish new institutional structures 
for inter-university graduate and postgraduate level 
education in Switzerland.

Interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity: a little fine-tuning 
never hurts. 
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PAMS: Bridging the Gap between Research 
and  Practice

One of the goals of NCCR North-South research is to identify practicable solutions 
to help mitigate the negative effects of global change in developing and transition 
countries. By testing theoretical models in actual development contexts, Partner-
ship Actions for Mitigating Syndromes (PAMS) provide a vehicle for validating and 
evaluating the applicability of research results to practice in the field. Of the sixty 
PAMS launched so far, most have been completed.

Partnership Actions are projects of limited financial 
scope, carried out over a fixed time period by local 
actors in partnership with scientific and non-scien-
tific stakeholders. Each PAMS project is linked to  
a practical issue arising out of research conducted 
by the NCCR North-South. 

The projects serve to provide empirical evidence as 
to the comparative usefulness of different meth-
ods, approaches and tools considered promising 
for the promotion of sustainable development. They 
cover a wide range of strategies for dealing with 
similar problems, including such things as training 
courses, policy dialogue, cultural programmes, 
small-scale infrastructure improvements and the in-
troduction of advanced technologies. One essential 
element common to all of the projects is that they 
are individually designed to facilitate and promote 
the process of mutual learning between the research 
community and the societies that form the subject 
of their activities.

The ways in which this component of NCCR North-
South transdisciplinary research functions can be 
seen in the following two examples of PAMS 
projects, one in Kenya, the other in Nepal.

Stakeholder participation in urban planning
A PAMS project in Kenya focused on the issue of 
stakeholder participation in urban planning. The 
idea was to make use of a new geo-processing tech-
nology for a dual purpose: providing decision- 
makers with valuable, up-to-date data while, at the 
same time, involving the local population in the 
decision-making process.

For this purpose a “Local Urban Observatory” (LUO) 
was set up to produce a detailed digital map of the 
municipality of Nakuru. By training local partici-
pants in the use of geographic information system 
(GIS) technology it was possible to include them in 
the mapping process. At the same time, it increased 
the effectiveness and usefulness of the tool for ur-
ban planning purposes by making the mapping in-
formation more complete. Having participated in 
gathering the information on which policy deci-
sions were to be based, the local stakeholders were 
now in a better position to evaluate policy alterna-
tives and thus take a more active role in the deci-
sion-making process. Given the rapidity of the 

process of urbanisation currently transforming the 
globe and the importance of participatory urban 
planning, the experience of the Nakuru Urban Ob-
servatory offers a model which could be applied in 
other regions of the world.

Radio programmes for migrants
Research results suggest that one of the most seri-
ous problems connected with labour migration is 
the lack of information available to migrants and po-
tential migrants concerning alternative destinations, 
job opportunities, legal rights and such practicali-
ties as travel arrangements and ways of sending 
money. How can useful information be transmitted 
to migrants? A PAMS project in collaboration with 
the Nepal Institute for Development Studies tested 
one possibility for addressing this question.

The Pourakhi Radio Programme was set up as an in-
formation bulletin targeting potential immigrants, 
most of whom come from poor rural areas, where 
they have little or no access to formal education or 
vocational training. The programme presented news 
and reports on such issues as remittances, labour 
rights, security and health issues. In order to make 
the programme available to a larger audience, local 
“Listeners’ Clubs” were established to provide radio 
access, collect feedback and encourage wider dis-
semination of information on migration issues to the 
listeners’ families and communities. Because of the 
programme’s popularity, a number of the broadcasts 
were aired again by regional radio stations. The suc-
cess of the project confirms its viability for address-
ing some of the needs of migrant workers in Nepal.

After the participatory mapping  exercise (photo), data layers 
were processed and imported into a GIS-environment by the LUO 
project technical team.
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Contact Information at a Glance

Regional Coordination Offices

West Africa 
Guéladio Cissé
Swiss Centre for Scientific Research
01 BP 1303 Abidjan 01, Côte d’Ivoire 
gueladio.cisse@csrs.ci

East Africa
Boniface Kiteme
CETRAD
P.O.Box 144-10400
Nanyuki, Kenya 
b.kiteme@africaonline.co.ke

Horn of Africa
Berhanu Debele
Haile Gebre Selassie Avenue 
W 17 K 13 House No 510
Addis Abeba, Ethiopia  
nccrhorn@ethionet.et

Central Asia
Mira Arynova
#36 Oshskaya Street
Bishkek 720035, Kyrgyzstan 
mira@camp.elcat.kg

South Asia
Bishnu Raj Upreti
Intercooperation/NSCFP building, 
Ekantakuna, Jawalakhel
GPO Box: 910
Kathmandu, Nepal 
bupreti@nccr.wlink.com.np

Southeast Asia
Thammarat Koottatep
Asian Institute of Technology
P.O. Box 4 Klong Laung
Pathumthani 12120, Thailand 
thamarat@ait.ac.th

Caribbean and Central America
Marian Perez
FLACSO-CR
Urbanización El Prado, Curridabat 
1000 San José, Costa Rica 
mperez@flacso.or.cr

South America 
Manuel De La Fuente
Edificio Arco Iris Dep. 1C
Av. A. Padilla - Esq. E. Camacho
Cochabamba, Bolivia 
mdelafuente@supernet.com.bo

Swiss Alps
Astrid Wallner
Centre for Development and Environment
University of Bern
Hallerstrasse 10, 
3012 Bern, Switzerland 
astrid.wallner@cde.unibe.ch

The NCCR North-South is 
steered by a Board of 
 Directors which meets 
 regularly to decide on the 
 activities of the  programme 
and to formulate overall 
policy and guidelines. The 
Board is made up of 
 representatives from the 
Swiss Partner Institutions. 
The Extended Board of 
 Directors also includes all 
Regional Coordinators and 
meets twice annually.

Transversal Package Projects

1 TPP Coffee Value Chains  
  Eva Ludi  

Overseas Development Institute 
London, UK  
e.ludi@odi.org.uk

2  TPP Human Security 
Albrecht Schnabel  
swisspeace 
Bern, Switzerland  
schnabel@swisspeace.ch

3  TPP Multi-local Livelihoods 
Susan Thieme  
Development Study Group  
Zurich	(DSGZ)	 
University	of	Zurich	 
Zurich,	Switzerland	 
susan.thieme@geo.uzh.ch

4  TPP Urban Planning and Habitat 
Adriana Rabinovich 
Laboratory of Urban Sociology (LaSUR) 
Swiss Federal Institute of  
Technology (EPFL) 
Lausanne, Switzerland 
adriana.rabinovich@epfl.ch

5  TPP Pastoral Production Systems  
Bassirou Bonfoh 
Swiss Centre for Scientific Research in 
Côte d’Ivoire  
Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire  
bassirou.bonfoh@csrs.ci

6   TPP Social Vulnerability and 
Resilience 
Brigit Obrist van Eeuwijk 
Swiss Tropical Institute (STI)  
Basel,  Switzerland  
brigit.obrist@unibas.ch

7   TPP Contextuality of  Development 
Interventions 
Peter Messerli, Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE)  
University of Bern  
Bern, Switzerland 
peter.messerli@cde.unibe.ch

8  TPP Knowledge, Power, Politics 
Claudia	Zingerli 
Development Study Group  
Zurich	(DSGZ)	 
University	of	Zurich	 
Zurich,	Switzerland	 
claudia.zingerli@geo.uzh.ch

Executive Committee of the NCCR North-South

Hans Hurni, Director, hans.hurni@cde.unibe.ch
Urs Wiesmann, Director, urs.wiesmann@cde.unibe.ch
Thomas Breu, Coordinator, thomas.breu@cde.unibe.ch
NCCR North-South
Centre for Development and Environment (CDE)
University of Bern, Hallerstrasse 10, 3012 Bern, Switzerland
www.north-south.unibe.ch



The NCCR North-South is co-financed by the Swiss National Science Foundation, the 
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, and the participating institutions.


